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DEANNA HUNT
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ABSTRACT
This is an inquiry into the counterstories of two Black special education teachers teaching Black
elementary students with special needs in Georgia. Theoretically building upon culturally
responsive (Gay, 2000/2010, 2002), relevant (Ladson-Billings, 1994/2009, 2014), and sustaining
(Paris, 2012; Paris & Alim 2017) pedagogy; warm demanders (Kleinfeld, 1989; also Irvine &
Fraser, 1998); and Disability Critical Race Theory (DisCrit) (e.g., Annamma, Connor, & Ferri,
2013, 2018; Baglieri, 2016), I examine the challenges of intersectionality on Black students with
special needs. I also explore the use of warm demanders as a teacher strategy for supporting the
learning of Black students with special needs. Methodologically building on critical race
narrative (Gutiérrez-Jones’, 2001), particularly counterstories (Delgado, 1989; Solórzano &
Yosso, 2002; Yosso, 2006; also, He & Ross, 2012; He, Ross, & Seay, 2015; Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017), I explore the often silenced stories of two Black special education teachers,
Tameka and myself, to highlight our values for, and contributions to, educating Black students
with special needs. Three major findings have emerged from my dissertation study: (1)
Counterstories told by Black special education teachers about Black elementary students with
special needs counter the majoritarian narratives which portray them as unmotivated
underachievers who are inferior to peers and incapable of learning; (2) There is a demand for all
teachers to have culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy training in order to raise

their critical sociopolitical consciousness, develop their cultural competences, and validate their
students’ funds of knowledge (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005) of their own and their students
in order to combat and diminish inequitable social practices perpetuated by the master narrative
which sanctions Black students with special needs as a burden to schools and societies; and (3)
There is a need to develop a culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy for Black
students with special needs where teachers, students, parents, staff, administrators, and policy
makers work together to provide adequate resources to mitigate the challenges Black students
confront and create equal opportunities for all to reach their highest potential (Siddle Walker,
1996).
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PROLOGUE
I am a Black special education teacher who has been working with Black students with
special needs for twenty-five years. The care I provide to my special needs students reflects the
care that I received from Black educators during my own schooling experiences. The care I offer
also reflects my belief that caring can mitigate some of the racism and neglect Black students
with special needs experience in public schools and especially in their interactions with White
teachers whom lack culturally relevant teaching practices. In this prologue, I discuss my
schooling experiences and the care exhibited by Black teachers that fostered my success and
sparked my desire to teach Black students and give back to my community by teaching Black
and brown students. I also discuss my views on the public educational system and the ways that
negative treatment of Black special needs students within this system has gotten worse over time.
I conclude the prologue with my concerns for the future education of Black students with special
needs and the care by Black teachers who utilize warm demander (Kleinfeld, 1975) as a
culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy. I firmly believe that warm demanders can
help Black students with special needs succeed despite the intersecting structures of racism,
classism, and ableism they endure within public schools. Warm demander is an authoritative, yet
caring and culturally responsive approach practice staff use to engage students in the classroom.
As I consider teachers from my secondary school years, I remember the ones who
demanded the best from me and accepted nothing less; one Black teacher even enlisted the
support of my mother to instill the importance of adhering to his class rules for academic
performance. Unbeknownst to me, he was fostering a sense of community within his classroom
by involving parents. I remember this teacher relaying to me his thoughts of my potential and his
concern that he didn’t want me to mess up my opportunities down the road. He was stern,
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structured, and a no-nonsense teacher, but he was also caring. I believe I have patterned my
teaching behaviors after him.
In recalled experiences from my youth, I can remember that my classmates did not look
like me (Black). In high school, I found myself often one of a few in my classes. There were
times when I wondered why others like myself were not aspiring and getting into these classes. I
believe my early experiences of assisting other students and desiring to see others like myself in
high achieving classes were instrumental in my desire to teach disadvantaged and Black students
with special needs. My mom, who was not able to go to a four-year college, often encouraged me
to get good grades, persevere, excel, and to go onto college. On many occasions, my mom would
sternly, remind me when I got off task, “You know this will show up on your grades, young
lady!” Regardless of her financial situation, my mom would often make sacrifices for me to
experience school fieldtrips to enhance my learning. Together, my mother and my teachers,
especially the Black teachers, instilled in me the importance of education and the many ways it
would open doors for me in the future. They would often convey to me that education was a
means to get beyond poverty.
In my experiences in co-educational spaces, I have observed lowered expectations among
many teachers of students with disabilities. Oftentimes, some teachers convey beliefs that the
students are incapable of doing the work in their classes and should be in a resource setting with
similar students Many of those teachers expressed fear that they were not trained to handle the
demands of teaching special needs children and meet the state standards for their general
education students simultaneously. I understood the general education teachers were ultimately
responsible for all of their students’ grades; however, the teachers, many of whom were White,
were often reluctant to adapt a collaborative approach with the special education teacher in the
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co-taught classrooms and pull upon the strategies they bring as an asset to their classrooms.
These lowered teacher expectations are concerning not only for the immediate impact they can
have on student learning, but also the long-term impact on students’ pursuit of postsecondary
opportunities versus simply graduating to get a ‘job.’
Additionally, in my teaching experiences, I remember working with a White teacher who
would not do much to assist her students with disabilities who most oftentimes were Black. The
students would often tell me they were waiting for me to come to class and to assist them
because the teacher did not work well with them. When I speak to teachers about teaching
special needs children, they often state they just do not know how to meet their needs and
relegate the majority of their academic learning to the co-special education teacher. I believe
teachers need professional training regarding any implicit bias which may hinder them teaching
special needs children. I believe there is a growing necessity to cultivate a space that is not
monocultural in nature, but one that is multicultural to better meet the needs of Black students
with special needs. I believe all students can learn; it is incumbent upon teachers to find what
works for their students regardless of their background.
Over the years in response to legal mandates such as No Child Left Behind and IDEA, I
have seen more students with disabilities assigned to least restrictive environments such as cotaught classrooms. Teachers who cringe when they see students with disabilities on their class
list tend to concentrate on the challenges those students will have with accessing the curriculum.
In my experience, these teachers view students with disabilities from their deficits; this view
coupled with low expectations for them in turn lead these students to meet those low
expectations. If teachers embrace the students’ differences instead of alienating groups of people
in their lessons, I believe student engagement would be greatly improved. I have a few mantras
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that I use, ‘accentuate the positive and not the negative’ and ‘excellence is not an option’. I
believe I embody these sayings as a means to invite students wherever they are in their
performance levels to be active, viable members in the classroom discourse and I use this in my
co-taught or resource classes. In my resource class, I make the distinction by telling my students
they can all learn, but each one learns in different ways and at a different pace. In this classroom,
my expectation is for them to end the year showing some progress.
Teachers have the enormous job of educating Black students with special needs and it is
incumbent upon us to employ a variety of strategies to meet the needs of the ever-changing
demographics in their classrooms. As I reflected on my approach to teaching, I realized that I
employ warm demander characteristics (Kleinfeld, 1975) with the students I teach. In my
experiences, I have found that when I incorporate the African-American language the Black
students with special needs respond positively; they actually will assist me in clarifying a term I
may have used incorrectly while simultaneously understanding the relevancy of the academic
task being taught. Regarding my classroom behavior management system for my resource class,
I find that Black students respond well to a behavior management system with emphasis on
fairness. Black students are aware when they are reprimanded more than their White peers within
their general education classroom and they have disclosed this in conversations with me.
Therefore, there is a need for teachers to understand their position as the educator is not
limited to teaching curricular content solely. Teachers can bring awareness of the importance and
value each student, to include Black students with special needs, brings to the classroom which
oftentimes is contrary to the narrative of dominant society. This is important considering the
majority of students identified for special education services are Black and a good number of
public-school teachers continue to be White. Through my twenty-five years of teaching, I have
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come to believe that Black teachers’ positionality affords them opportunities to impact the
learning and well-being of Black students with special needs in their classrooms; Black teachers
often use culturally relevant practices that provide students with academic skills and knowledge
about racism and other forms of oppression that impact their lives. My strong belief is that White
teachers could learn from the culturally relevant practices Black teachers utilize within their
classes.
In conclusion, it is my hope that all teachers embrace practices such as warm demanders
that augment the academic progress of Black students with special needs which will entail a
change in the teacher education preparation programs as well as on going teacher self-reflections
and professional development. It is my expectation as more White teachers utilize culturally
relevant practices within their classrooms which encompass care, structure, stern, yet inviting
behavior, the quality of education for Black students with special needs will improve and afford
them opportunities of a more equitable education. Thus, the use of a culturally relevant praxis
such as warm demanders may provide teachers a sociopolitical impact on education which
offsets those who normally are marginalized.
As I have gathered information to begin my study, I have encountered the similar
challenges Black students with special needs encounter: culturally stagnant obstacles. As I
appealed to my school district for approval to conduct research in my county, I was met with a
challenge because I referenced the similarities of the tenets of warm demanders with the tenets of
Critical Race Theory (CRT) within my proposal. As the state of Georgia has politicized the use
of CRT, I was confronted with fear from personnel within the district for simply the referring to
the theory in my proposal. This fear prompted them to require a full review of my proposal. The
response from the district staff was unexpected; however, it allowed me to experience the similar
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disappointments of Black students with special needs whose stories are often unembraced and/or
shunned in many general education classrooms. This experience with the school district allowed
me to experience the barriers that exist and persist in limiting access for certain groups; in this
case, a Black graduate student conducting research on a minority group. I consider this situation
with the school district as evidence of staff fear of challenging the dominant majority and any
possible repercussions that may incur which hinders progress for Black students. Another
incident in which dominant society limits a group of people under the auspices for the ‘greater
good’ when in fact it is to maintain the status quo.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Annekea’s Story
The day has finally come to start school and Annekeá, a Black girl, has just moved for
the third time from Washington D.C. to live with her grandmother in the suburbs of Atlanta,
Georgia. She comes with identified processing deficits and out of seat behavior which impact her
academic performance; her mom decided they needed a fresh start in a new location. She enters
the co-taught classroom timidly and reserved, but excited. “Here I go again with new teachers
and students. How will I adjust to this group? What will it be like this time?” she says to herself.
Annekeá’s White general education teacher, Mrs. Smith, hurried her to her seat and asked,
“What’s your name? How do you pronounce it?” Annekeá was glad to be back in school, she
jumped up and ran loudly to speak with a girl from her neighborhood. In response to Annekeá’s
impulsive behavior, Mrs. Smith replied, “Young lady we don’t yell out and run in this class!
Have a seat.” Sighing, Mrs. Smith turned to her Black special education co-teacher, Ms.
Anderson, and said, “It looks like we have to go over rules and expectations.” Wanting to make
sure Annekeá got off to a good start after her encounter with Mrs. Smith, Ms. Anderson ate lunch
with her and asked her how her first day was going. She inquired how she is adjusting to the new
school and her classmates. She informed her that she was available to talk if she needed it, but
emphasized how students and teachers work hard together to be successful in class. Smiling
warmly, she stated in a caring voice, “Annekeá, I expect you will do well in our class! I’m
looking forward to working closely with you this year.”
Situations for Black Students with Special Needs
The scenario above depicts two very different teacher responses to meeting the social and
educational needs of students like Annekeá who inhabit multiple intersecting sociological factors
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that include race, gender, dis/ability, and socioeconomic status. All too often, Black students
with special needs often lag behind their same age peers. Teachers have their own
predispositions, implicit biases, and pedagogical beliefs when they enter the classroom. Yet, we
can question what teacher practices are effective for the academic progress of Black students
with special needs. When I ponder this thought, I look at the demographics of the students
identified with a disability and children of color are disproportionately recognized in the special
education programs. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), the
percentage of students with identified disabilities were 17% Indian/Alaskan and 16% African
American (NCES, 2017). While there is a spectrum which identifies children in special
education from gifted to severely intellectually disabled; children of color are overrepresented
with a disability and underrepresented in the gifted program. Students can be gifted in differing
categories: intellectually, artistically, and academically; often scholars debate the constructs
which impact the classification, identification, placement of Black students as gifted versus
disabled (Daniel, 1998). However, in this paper I will focus on the practices which impact Black
students with special needs. I will explore what practices teachers employ to better meet the
needs of these children to increase their potential of progressing academically.
The scenario depicted above illustrates one challenge Black students with special needs
may encounter when they enter a general education classroom. While teachers tend to discuss
from one grade to the next the students’ progress and work habits, they also pass on any
preconceived notions that have been attached to that student (Baszille, 2017). The student may
have had a family crisis, change in the family dynamics, and/or health issues which impacted
their academic performance, but these life changing events are not factored in when considering
the challenges the student contend with in the classroom. Black families typically rely on other
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family members to assist them in difficult times which often ascribes to the Nigerian proverb
‘Oran a azu nwa or it takes a village to raise the children’ (van der Rheede, 2010); however, the
familial challenges can have an adverse effect on students’ performance. Black teachers tend to
consider the possible challenges Black families encounter as they themselves or someone they
know have experienced similar challenges which causes them to use compassion and empathy in
their interactions with the students in school. This goes along with the concept of getting to know
the student beyond the classroom and within their community which is one of the tenets of the
praxis of warm demanders (Kleinfeld, 1975). This mindset also coincides with the conceptual
framework of critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) and the use of counter-storytelling
to thwart the major narrative that would call Black students having academic challenges as lazy,
unmotivated to perform, or lack the capacity to learn (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). If teachers
position themselves and become cognizant of the lived experiences Black families contend with
by getting to know the student and their families, their community, and cultural factors (e.g.
religious background, educational background, language, class, disadvantages, and/or privileges)
for their students, this can shed light on the impact these factors have on their academic
performance. Teachers can use alternative strategies to assist their students through the
challenging times.
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
This study seeks to explore two Black teachers’ experiences of working with Black
students with special needs at the elementary level. I use warm demanders as defined by
Kleinfeld (1975) as teachers who use personal warmth and care communicated verbally and
nonverbally, demanding, culturally inviting and responsive, with high expectations. The
following research questions will be explored:
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1. What are the historical and present-day driving forces that impact Black teachers and
encourages them to motivate, engage, and challenge Black students with special needs to
progress and make academic gains?
2. How do Black teachers describe their experience of working with elementary Black
students with special needs?
3. How do Black teachers develop culturally responsive/relevant/and sustaining pedagogy
to foster success among Black students with special needs?
Consider the Culture of Black Students with Special Needs
Educators have the daunting responsibility of educating a diverse population of students.
Teachers who take inventory of any personal biases may find they have behavior and attitudes
unconsciously expressed in the classroom which impact their Black students with special needs.
“Teachers need to be non-judgmental and inclusive of the cultural backgrounds of their students
in order to be effective facilitators of learning in the classroom” (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011).
Since, federal mandates hold teachers accountable for the academic progress of all their students;
teachers must review and reconsider their practices. Currently, teachers implement a curriculum
that is predominantly devoid of practices that integrate varying cultures, but one that supports the
monoculture agenda of dominant society. Although the curriculum and practices in classrooms
may not appear outwardly biased, the practices often latent within the school culture tend to
alienate and marginalize certain groups of students (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). Teachers have a
curriculum which can integrate portions of the culturally rich, knowledge students bring into the
classroom as a part of differentiation. While this may require teachers to work at understanding
various cultures, it is a feat that can be accomplished. Therefore, they must ponder if what they
are doing is beneficial for Black students with special needs in order to address the gaps in their
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foundational academic skills. Particularly, teachers must consider culturally inclusive practices
which are culturally relevant, culturally responsive, and culturally sustaining that engage Black
students with special needs; this would involve a liberal approach to make incremental changes
within the classrooms, schools, and ultimately education overall (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).
When considering culturally relevant practices for teachers, some theorists can provide
conceptual context on Black lived experiences. Kincheloe (2008) noted, “Good critical pedagogy
dictates that I start where they are and teach them in ways that are culturally relevant to them” (p.
28). Theorist like Gloria Ladson-Billings purport that race impacts the educational experiences
of Black children. Students’ home experiences directly impact their school interactions and their
academic progress. (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Ladson-Billings (1995) stressed empowering
African-American students to be successful academically, develop and maintain a positive selfidentity, and be cognizant critically of social inequities. The manifestation of racial bias and its
impact cannot be overlooked in the classroom.
Similarly, theorist Geneva Gay advocates the impact of race on Black students’
educational progress. Gay (2000) stressed that culturally responsive teaching is the practice of
teachers focusing their instruction by using diverse ethnic frames of references. These practices
are validating, holistic, multidimensional, liberating, transformative, and empowering. Black
teachers who use a culturally responsive approach may exhibit: acting as parental
surrogates/advocates; teach with authority, engage in and out of school with their students to
build a relationship; use cultural experience to build prior knowledge, and use “a teaching style
filled with rhythmic language and rapid intonation with many instances of repetition, call and
response, high emotional involvement, creative analogies, figurative language, gestures and body
movements, symbolism, aphorisms, and lively and often spontaneous discussions” (Irvine &
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Foster, np, 1998). It is incumbent upon teachers to be mindful that the curricula itself may have a
bias slant to it (Watkins, 2001; Pinar et. al, 2014), but teachers who use a culturally relevant
approach can provide a more comprehensive viewpoint to include the culture(s) of the minority
students in their classroom.
Additionally, other theorists like Django Paris and H. Samy Alim contend that practices
should reflect the transformations within cultures which can be sustainable in the classroom
(Paris & Alim, 2017). As the culture shifts in the classrooms, so must teachers adjust to these
changes. Parris (2012) noted the importance of building and sustaining the self-awareness of
African-American students and their culture while situated in a dominant society. Paris and Alim
(2017) purport the importance of capturing and sustaining the culture of Black students and
permit teacher practices to evolve as their culture evolves to maintain relevance. For instance, to
remain culturally relevant, teachers who use music in their lessons to incorporate culture and
connect with their students should expand with the changing times by moving from Rap music to
Hip-Hop music or the more prevalent culturally rich music. In an effort to connect with their
Black special need students, teachers should interact with them and learn their current cultural
norms. One of the tenets of warm demanders is being conscious of students’ culture and how to
utilize it as an asset in the classroom.
One could examine the impact of the interaction of culturally responsive, culturally
relevant, and culturally sustaining practices, along with Black students’ disability, and warm
demanders. Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) offers a view on intersectionality to explore the
interaction of race, gender, class on one’s life experiences. Crenshaw (1989) explores how
concepts interact to impact individuals; in her work, she expounds how one cannot classify a
group of people for example, Black women, in the category with all women on issues regarding
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sexism as it does not take into consideration the impact of race on their lived experiences. For
instance, the lived experiences of White women differ from the lived experiences of Black
women. One could examine the interaction of different factors (i.e. race, gender, religion, and
socioeconomic status) on an individual or group. The study of a Black, Baptist, low-income
female would provide nuances which differ from a White, Catholic, middle-class female
provided how a White male, dominant society frames and interpret their lived stories. Crenshaw
(1989) analyzed cases of how courts view Black female plaintiffs’ claims and the judiciary
treatment toward them in the results of their cases. An example of a case of five Black women
who filed a complaint against General Motors for lack of promotion and seniority based on
maintaining discrimination against Black women. The court decided “because General Motors
did hire women-albeit White women-during the period that no Black women were hired, there
was, in the court's view, no sex discrimination that the seniority system could conceivably have
perpetuated” (Crenshaw, 1989, p.142). In this case, the court framed the case around
discrimination based on gender instead of a case considering race and gender. Crenshaw noted
the significance of giving each category its own distinction. “The problem with identity politics
is not that it fails to transcend difference, as some critics charge, but rather the opposite-that it
frequently conflates or ignores intragroup differences” (Crenshaw, 1991, p.1242). It is these
differences or idiosyncrasies certain groups of people possess which are overlooked when they
are categorized within a larger category (e.g. Black females grouped with White females or with
Black males). Crenshaw was instrumental in examining how the interests, needs, and injustices
of Black females or specific groups cannot be addressed within the larger group like the
women’s or Black movement. To challenge and confront the disempowerment and
disenfranchisement of Black females due to sexism, classism, and racism will require one to
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examine the identities of that group specifically and not within the larger location of solely
gender or race. In essence, Crenshaw (1991) noted, “My focus on the intersections of race and
gender only highlights the need to account for multiple grounds of identity when considering
how the social world is constructed” (p. 1245). I contend my study of warm demanders could
also consider the impact of intersectionality of the locations of race, class, and disability on
Black students with special needs in their classroom learning; their needs will differ from the
needs of students of other categories based on their social constructions. A study of the lived
experiences of White low-class students with disabilities would differ from the lived experiences
of Black low-class students with disabilities.
Research on culturally relevant approaches within classrooms with Black special needs
students can provide teachers with information on how to better meet the needs of diverse
populations of students. The funds of knowledge Black special needs students bring into the
classroom along with the impact of the intersectionality of their distinct factors can be another
source for teachers to use within the culture of their classrooms. (Crenshaw, 1989; González,
Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Volman & ‘t Gilde, 2021). When a teacher considers how to engage a
Black student with a learning disability who has language deficits from an inner-city
neighborhood in her classroom, she can alter the trajectory of Black special needs students from
one with limitations to one with possibilities. In this cursory review of the cultural theorists, one
can obtain an understanding of the intricacies of the multidimensionality Black students with
special needs bring to the classroom.
Moreover, students with disabilities are in a culture not based solely on their familial,
cultural background, but also as an individual with a disability. As with any group of people,
people with disabilities have shared practices, beliefs, values, and language that are dynamic and
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govern them as a group. Subsequently, I believe research with a concentration on teacher
practices that accentuate students with disabilities cultural strengths as opposed to solely their
academic deficits would be beneficial to tapping into their academic potential. I believe teachers
could utilize either a culturally relevant, culturally responsive, or culturally sustaining approach
to include the culture of students with disabilities. In this research, I will focus on teachers who
use warm demanders as a practice that promotes including the culture and funds of knowledge of
students with disabilities to make academic progress. Given the fact that, teachers who use warm
demanders tend to study and learn the culture of the groups of students in their classes; the
culture of students with disabilities should be acknowledged and incorporated into the classroom
environments as well. Paris and Alim (2017) stated, “We cannot separate culture from the bodies
enacting culture and the ways those bodies are subjected to systemic discrimination” (p. 9). In
this research, I will examine how this practice can spur teachers to view students with disabilities
not from a deficit approach solely, but as an opportunity to empower teachers to develop ways of
including them as a viable part of the classroom community with their distinct social
constructions and break the cycle of discriminating against this group of students and embracing
them.
Teacher practices that consider the culture of students with disabilities to include their
differing learning styles can provide an engaging environment or community that fosters learning
that includes Black students with special needs in the classroom narratives. As a special
education teacher, I emphasize the strengths of the student as an approach to address their deficit
areas and their culture could be a strength for them. I consult with the general education teachers
and encourage them to do likewise in order to engage them in the classroom narrative. I often use
scenarios and culturally relevant information (i.e. common slogans, song lyrics, cultural events,
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jargon, etc.) to engage students in the lesson as well as use empathy and encourage student selfconfidence in their strong areas. These culturally relevant practices along with strategies to
address their academic deficits can promote student growth and academic success. Teachers who
use personal warmth and care, communicate verbally and nonverbally, demand and expect more
of the student, are culturally inviting and responsive, and have high expectations in spite of the
students’ documented deficit areas; this can aid the student to experience some academic
success.
As students with disabilities are positioned in more than one category (race, class, gender,
ethnicity, disability) teachers should consider this intersectionality when developing academic
praxis. To examine this intersection, Subini Annamma, David Connor and Beth Ferri offer a
theory of Disability Critical Race theory. In this theory, the authors purport an approach to
research the interaction of race and disability upon the lived experiences of the minority disabled
people. Equally important, my research on the use of warm demanders as a culturally relevant,
teacher practice could illuminate an innovative and alternative way of engaging students with
disabilities in the classroom narrative. This research could expand teachers’ views of students
with disabilities beyond a deficit approach to one that emphasizes the assets they bring to the
classroom via their funds of knowledge and culture as a member within the category of students
with a disability and other culture(s). In order to get to give voice to the lived experiences of
Black teachers of Black students with special needs, the research inquiry of Critical Race
Narrative and Counter-storytelling will be used. The data from this research of a culturally
relevant pedagogy of warm demanders can coalesce with curriculum studies as a viable approach
to improve students of color and students with disabilities’ academic progress. Throughout this
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research I will utilize a culturally relevant and critical race lens to examine the praxis teachers
employ that are beneficial to the academic progress of Black students with disabilities.
This research on warm demanders can be positioned within curriculum studies as a viable
culturally relevant pedagogy used with Black students with special needs. In the curriculum
field, theorists have focused on varying paradigms and perspectives like: intellectual
traditionalist, social behaviorist, eclectic, decolonizing, multiculturalism, and experientialists
(Pinar et. al., 2014). The focus for this research on warm demanders will connect with two
paradigms within curriculum: the social behaviorists and experientialist.
Historically, curriculum has evolved and the narratives among theorists shifted to include
more of the social needs of the students and industries along with research-based strategies. This
was notably referred to as social behaviorism. Theorists that were social behaviorists believed in
examining successful people, identifying their skill sets and knowledge base that could influence
what is taught in the classroom. Theorist engaged in a more systematic approach as was more
evident especially with the works of Ralph Tyler. He was instrumental in paving the way for
organizing and compartmentalizing education into purpose, activities, organization, and
evaluation. These changes structured how information was presented, implemented, and
assessed. There was a move from the scientific based perspective to more of anticipation of the
social behavioral changes (Pinar et. al., 2014). The social behaviorists perspective would align
with examining the skill set and knowledge base Black students with disabilities bring into the
classroom. Black teachers who use warm demanders explore what assets Black special needs
students already use and how it can be utilized in their learning.
Comparable with the social behaviorists, the experientialists emerged with a focus on
examining learning from life’s experiences and one’s insight along with connecting other’s
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experiences and actively engaging students in their learning. John Dewey was far ahead of his
time in espousing that children and teachers learn from their experiences and interactions.
European educators Pestalozzi, Froebel, and Montessori influenced John Dewey. Many people
considered his approach to learning as pragmatic and democratic. Similarly, William Kilpatrick,
a student of John Dewey, advocated for a child-centered and democratic education. These
academics provided invaluable contributions to curriculum education. (Kliebard, 2004; Marshall
et al. 2007) The curriculum theorists do not include students with disabilities in their dominant
paradigm as curriculum is considered a normalizing text; therefore, this study on the use of warm
demanders could expand the dominant narrative to construct the curriculum which “explores
curricular discourses that support alternative ways of valuing [students with disabilities] outside
of restrictive ways” (Erevelles, 2005, p.436).
Black people have been driven to get a quality education for their special needs children
that would provide them with a more equitable prospect for success despite the normalized text
and the narrative from dominant society which portrayed them as incapable of and unmotivated
to learn (Erevelles, 2005). Today, this same drive of Black teachers can be explored in their use
of warm demanders to combat dominant narratives which depict limitations for Black students
with special needs.
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The Problem
I Can Hear You
I can hear you.
It seems like you don’t know that,
Do you?
I am sitting here,
In this chair.
Trying as hard as I can.
Or I was, at least.
Are you?
You ask me questions,
But you won’t wait for me to answer.
You talk so fast.
And you don’t check that I am ready.
When I’m quiet I’m good
When I’m noisy I’m bad.
You boss me around,
Press this, Touch that.
If I do or if I don’t,
It doesn’t matter.
You have already decided.
You have decided that I can’t.
You have decided I can’t hear you.
You have decided I can’t understand.
But I can.
I can hear you.
I can understand.
Maybe I don’t understand every word.
But I do understand your tone.
I understand that text message
Is more important than me.
I understand your data sheet
Is more valuable than me.
I can hear you
When you talk about
Your husband, Your traffic jam,
Your student who is too low to get it.
I can hear you.
I know that student is me.
I know, and,
I can hear you.
By: A special education student
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In an effort to obtain an illustration of a special need students’ perspective, I obtained this
poem by a special education student on a site for special needs children. This artistic piece from
a special needs student gave voice to the challenges the student faced as a member of the
classroom that should have been actively engaging, but it appeared the classroom was a silencing
environment. Students with special needs make up the fabric of the classroom environment.
Admittedly, students with disabilities tend to be members of more than one category—disability,
gender, socioeconomic status, and/or racial or ethnicity (Blanchett, 2009; Harry & Anderson,
1994; NCES, 2017). The vignette presented at the beginning of the text and in the poem above
indicate the challenges with acceptance Black students with special needs face in the classroom.
The students’ challenges impact their potential to learn. While the ways that intersections of
race/ethnicity and gender complicate the schooling experiences of students of color have been
widely studied, much less research has been done on the ways that dis/ability interacts with
race/ethnicity and gender to disproportionately place students of color with disabilities at
increased danger for suspension, expulsion, and other negative schooling outcomes (Annamma,
et al., 2018). Black students face varying challenges beyond their disability which is evident in
their classroom experiences such as lack of acceptance based on their race and teacher or
student-imposed value judgements or criticism. Although minority students are
disproportionately identified in special education programs (Annamma, et al, 2018; NCES, 2017;
Connor, 2008) and receive the additional academic and behavioral support, they continue to lag
behind their peers in making progress in academic achievement. The achievement gap between
students with disabilities and other groups of students continues to widen (NAEP, 2011). The
sociopolitical impact of the continuance of this achievement gap for Black students is critical as
public schools are viewed as the means for making a better life for oneself; schooling is viewed
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as a democratic means for obtaining equity and access. Within this context, the identification of
teaching practices that support the achievement of special needs minority youth are vital.
Can the use of culturally relevant practices impact Black students’ academic
performance? Black teachers who use a culturally responsive approach to assist special needs
students of color in academic achievement can shed light on how the intersections of
race/ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, and dis/ability can influence their scholastic
performance (Foster, 1997; Harry & Anderson, 1994). Teachers who use praxis that fosters
achievement among Black special needs students in the midst of oppressive educational policies
and practices can counter these students’ failure (Baszile, 2017). Black teachers who use the
behaviors of warm demanders with minority special needs students provide a quality education
which meets their academic and social needs (Gay, 2000; Irvine & Fraser, 1998).
Outline of Chapter
I begin with a prologue introducing how I decided to research warm demanders. I will
give anecdotal evidence of my own experiences which influenced my education and my desire to
teach. I will then give an overview of the problem in context of my experiences. In chapter one, I
provide an introduction of literature on Black teachers’ praxis used to support minority special
needs students and the purpose and significance of this study. In this chapter, my experiences in
the classroom along with my teaching experiences give voice to practices observed and used in
the classroom.
Chapter two is a review of literature on research of successful Black teachers of students
of color; research on warm demanders; culturally relevant pedagogy; and research on the
schooling experiences and outcomes of special needs youth of color. I provide research studies
using cultural theorists: Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995), Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), Judith
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Kleinfeld (1975), Denise Taliaferro Baszile (2003), and Kirsten Edwards (2016). The theoretical
framework of Disability Critical Race theory (DisCrit) with the work of Annamma, Ferri, and
Connor (2018); culturally responsive, Geneva Gay (2000), culturally relevant, Gloria LadsonBillings (1995) and culturally sustaining pedagogies, Django Paris and H. Samy Alim (2017) is
also presented in chapter two. The theorists address the importance of teachers relating their
teaching of the content to the cultural background of their students’ culture as central to the
learning process. Culture has a role in students communicating and receiving information; it also
shapes their thinking process. Teachers who fail to respond and accommodate students’ culture
will cause a disconnect between student and the curriculum as well as student and teacher which
impacts student academic progress.
Chapter three includes a discussion of the methodology which is critical race and counter
narrative inquiry. A critical review of the lived experiences of Black teachers can provide insight
into what practices are used to incorporate cultural ideas which value differences in the
classroom. I review exemplary research utilizing critical narrative inquiry or counter storytelling
with Black teachers; I refer to the work of Solórzano and Yossi (2003). As I also considered
narrative inquiry, I briefly review the work of Connelly and Clandinin (1990) on narrative
inquiry. Their stories can offer a perspective which does not allow cultural differences to be
perceived as human deficits while simultaneously considering new and unfamiliar cultural ideas.
I provide the challenge with obtaining participants due to the school district hindering my use of
CRT in my proposal. Chapter three also discusses the process I use for selecting participants of
purposeful sampling of one Black teacher and myself in self-study. The data collection and data
analysis procedures will consist of teacher interviews, field notes, and teacher reflection journals,
.
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As I review and analyze the data, chapter four presents the data analysis with a focus on
interview themes, categories, and emergent findings from the data collected. What were the
dominant experiences which create a classroom environment which is inclusive? What practices
have been shown to be successful? What changes have they discontinued and/or modified given
the cultural changes? What changes have they observed in their interactions with Black students
with special needs over time?
Chapter five discusses findings of the study and review implications of the research for
curriculum, student educational outcomes, and teacher preparation programs. How can warm
demanders be used as a culturally responsive approach in today’s classrooms? How can teacherstudent and student-curriculum connections be enhanced? This final chapter also discusses the
implications the study may have for teachers working with minority special education students in
using their prior experiences, frames of references, cultural knowledge, and performance or
learning styles to enhance their leaning experience. The findings may provide insight for teacher
prep programs to consider integrating in their teacher pedagogy courses for culturally relevant
approaches with Black special needs students.
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CHAPTER 2
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Introduction
In considering Black teachers’ practices used with students with disabilities, one could
explore the warm demanders as a culturally response/relevant/sustaining pedagogy. The firm,
often stern and high expectations from Black teachers resemble the tenets used in warm
demanders could make it a practical consideration. Black teachers who take the sociopolitical
stance and consideration that education is a requirement for Black children in a unidirectional
assimilation into ‘Whiteness’ would put emphasis on motivating them to make academic
progress to better position themselves in society after secondary school.
Culture is a viable part of individual social development and it is these Black teachers
who bring with them a culture consciousness to better understand the challenges a marginalized
group may encounter of which Black students with disabilities are located. Who is instrumental
in grooming our thought processes? How do we know that we were Black apart from looking at
our skin? These questions remind me of some conversations I overheard as a child that made
classism, sexism, and racism real for me. My mama talking with her sister about the challenges
she had with getting a 'good' job because albeit a high school graduate; she was Black, female,
and overweight. My mother’s comments mirror so many other Black families I have talked with
over the years to include comments about economic challenges and inability to get gainful
employment. All these aspects were social factors which informed Black people that societal
norms were impacting their lives. The conversations at many homes may not have been
political, but more about how things ‘are’ as if there was no way to change it. As a young
person, I could remember wishing I could change things for my mom and make things better for
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my family. The dialogue within classrooms with Black students cannot be immune from the
racially charged experiences they encounter within and amongst their communities (Baszile,
2017; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017). As a special education teacher, I infuse a plethora of
multidimensional modalities for teaching the concept to include some aspects of Black culture
in the classroom. In support of this, I will consider the literature on warm demanders as a
culturally relevant (Ladson-Billings, 1995); culturally responsive (Gay, 2000); culturally
sustaining (Paris & Alim, 2017); and DisCrit – disability critical race theory (Connor, Ferri,
Annamma, & Connor, 2018) approach for teaching Black students with disabilities. See figure 1
below.
CONCEPTURAL FRAMEWORK MODEL
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• self-identity
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Figure 1 Conceptual Framework Model
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Literature on Warm Demanders
As culture is a significant and innate part of child development, teachers should explore
practices that are culturally laden practices which take into consideration the cultural
experiences that impact students’ understanding of varying information. Undoubtedly, the
culture of children is not uniform. It is incumbent upon teachers to consider diverse cultures
when developing practices, writing lesson plans, and teaching classes with diverse students. The
practices and procedures of the Euro-American, mid-class home is not the same as those of an
African-American mid-class home or other cultures; however, teachers should not dismiss or
devalue Black students’ culture and in essence lessen their contribution in the classroom.
Consequently, teachers should bear this in mind within their classroom environments as well as
any of their practices which inculcate students to maintain the dominant status quo. The culture
of African-Americans involves many dynamics which impact the learning of the children in the
classroom; the family dynamics, the food, and the spiritualty all play a role in how the children
are raised and their academic progress. (Anderson, 1988; DuBois, 2005; Hale-Benson, 1982;
Hale, 2004; Nettles, 2013; Watkins, 2001) When teachers include the student’s culture in the
lesson activities, students of color tend to be motivated to participate. It provides linkage to their
home environment and it can validate them as valuable participants in the construction of the
classroom narrative.
While teacher practices are continuously revisited, consideration of the student’s cultural
background has to always be in the teachers’ purview for developing and extending classroom
practices. A practice coined by Judith Kleinfeld in 1975 called warm demanders can be
explored as a viable culturally relevant and inclusive praxis. In an ethnographical study,
Kleinfeld (1975) explored teacher behaviors which had shown to improve the engagement and
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academic progress of students of color. However, in this study, the researcher examined teacher
behaviors as well as how engaged the students were in the class discussions and their level of
understanding. Teachers exhibited behaviors of personal warmth and care communicated
verbally and nonverbally, demanding, culturally inviting and responsive, with high
expectations. Teacher’s warmth consisted of verbal and nonverbal cues along with proximity
which conveyed concern and care. These behaviors were common in their culture and provided
a bridge to the school environment (Bondy & Ross, 2008). Teachers present a great deal of
information that students may have encountered; however, the students’ cultures perceive and
understand it differently because of the context for which it is constructed.
Kleinfeld (1975) argued that teachers who employed behaviors that are caring,
inclusive, yet demanding with Eskimos and Athabascan Indian students yielded a more
engaging environment with academic student progress. In her work, Kleinfeld (1975) stressed
the teachers use of nonverbal versus verbal cues in the classroom. The teacher nonverbal cues
were behaviors such as proximity to the students, expressions of approval (such as smiles), and
touch which communicated care and warmth resulted in students responding positively within
the class setting. Whereas, classrooms where the teacher created an atmosphere of emotional
distance via spacing of desks and teachers standing afar off resulted in less student
responsiveness. The Indian students did not respond well to the use of public verbal praise.
“Verbal praise frequently embarrasses Indian and Eskimo students into silent withdrawal and
thus comprises an ineffective teacher behavior” (Kleinfeld, 1975, p.306). I agree teachers have
to be mindful of the student’s culture in order to build relationship; the student’s culture should
be on the forefront of thinking for teacher lesson planning which would impact teacher-student
interactions.
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Moreover, Kleinfeld (1975) examined teacher behaviors which communicated inclusion
of Indian and Eskimo students which produced positive school experiences. She discussed
additional studies which showed a moderate statistical relationship with classroom warmth and
a high level of student participation. One study discussed four types of teachers: traditionalists,
sophisticates, sentimentalists, and warm demanders. Traditionalists are teachers who are
focused on the content and actively demanding of their students. They are not centered on
student-teacher interpersonal interactions and can be impersonal. Sophisticates teachers are
distant professionally and provide a passive view of their culture. They tend to use humor and
irony to engage and connect with their students. While some students will embrace this
behavior, other students can perceive it to be uninviting. Sentimentalists teachers are warm, yet
passive and often referred to as the ‘nice’ teacher in which the students tend to manipulate
and/or take advantage of. Lastly, the warm demander teachers tend to be warm and demanding,
cultivating a relationship with their students and building a rapport with them. Students noted
they were more engaged with these teachers and made academic progress. Teacher behaviors
that have shown to be beneficial for students of color are: teach with authority, use in class and
out of class time to develop a relationship, use their own cultural experiences, view themselves
as a surrogate mother, and use culturally responsive linguistics when interacting with their
students. The work of Kleinfeld (1975) on warm demanders is foundational for my research in
the review of practices which consider the students’ culture when connecting student culture
with teaching the curriculum; it stresses the need for teachers to observe intently and listen
actively to their culturally diverse students, their families, and their communities.
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Culturally Responsive/Relevant/Sustaining
As I reviewed the literature on warm demanders and the culturally relevant theoretical
frameworks of Culturally Responsive, Culturally Relevant, and Culturally Sustaining, I
pondered how similar the concepts are and if this similarity could be utilized to improve Black
students with disabilities’ academic progress in the classroom. In my review of culturally
responsive teaching, it impacts teacher instruction, assessment, communication and classroom
management. (Delpit, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Hilliard, 1992; Foster, 1997; and Hollins,
2019) Delpit (2006) noted,
The dilemma is not really in the debate over instructional methodology, but rather in
communicating across cultures and in addressing the more fundamental issue of power,
of whose voice gets heard in determining what is best for poor children and children of
color (p. 46).
Gloria Ladson-Billings introduced culturally relevant pedagogy which acknowledged
teachers who incorporate cultural diversity into their classrooms to engage students of color.
Ladson-Billings (1995) noted, “If students’ home language is incorporated into the classroom,
students are more likely to experience academic success” (p. 159). Teachers must integrate
culture in their lessons as well as their behavior management system; teachers have to consider
the students’ culture in developing a classroom management system. I have noticed some Black
teachers involve their culturally diverse students’ families to get the students engaged in their
classrooms. Many teachers tend to use the parent teacher conferences to get their parents
involved and occasional phone calls which limit their interactions with the family. This tends to
be the tradition of the school and teachers who go beyond this do so independently. Hilliard
(1992) who also encouraged the use of culture in the classroom wrote,
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Educationalists tend to treat the stylistic mismatch between some students and schools as
a student deficiency, that is, as a problem that requires students to change… we fail to see
the potential for enriching the school experience for all children. Moreover, we fail to see
the traditional school style has severe limitations (p.373).
Each of these theorists have contributed to the narrative of how culture impacts the progress
students of color have in the educational programs of a dominant culture. The culturally relevant
pedagogy, Ladson-Billings (2009), examined the academic achievement, cultural competence,
and socio-political consciousness necessary in teaching Black and brown children. The
culturally responsive teaching, Gay (2000), expounded the practice of teachers focusing their
instruction by using diverse ethnic frames of references. The culturally sustaining pedagogy,
Alim and Paris (2012) documented the importance of capturing and sustaining the culture of
Black students and permit teacher practices to evolve as their culture evolves to maintain
relevance. Each of these theorists provide insight on how culture can be interconnected within
the classroom to provide support in engaging Black students. In my research on warm
demanders, this insight can be the foundation to build upon the importance of a culturally
enriched praxis for relating the learning goals to the student’s cultural experiences and prior
knowledge.
As the dominant culture often limits the expression of culture diversity in the classroom, I
venture in this study to utilize a conceptual framework based on the concept of culturally
relevant, culturally responsive, and/or culturally sustaining pedagogies along with the
perspective of DisCrit (Disability Critical Race Theory). The contributions of each of these
theories are discussed further below as I consider warm demanders as a culturally relevant
teacher praxis.
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Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
Culturally relevant pedagogy involves teachers providing learning experiences that allow
culturally diverse students’ voices to be heard and obtain meaning from their perspectives.
While teacher practices are continuously revisited, consideration of the student’s cultural
background has to always be in the teachers’ purview for developing and extending classroom
practices. While Hale-Benson (1982) acknowledged the discussion and ultimate goal of
dominant culture is for students to learn their culture as well as the dominant culture or
biculturation; I believe there is a growing necessity to cultivate a space that is not monocultural
in nature, but more one of multicultural to better meet the needs of diverse student populations.
I consider warm demanders as a practice which benefits Black students with disabilities as it
celebrates students’ culture and does not devalue their contributions. DuBois (2005) noted how
Blacks have had to maintain a ‘double consciousness’ in which they learned how the dominant
society perceived them and how their own culture affirmed them. “It is a peculiar sensation, this
double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of
measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity”
(DuBois, 2005, p. 5). In considering teacher practices which improve student engagement,
promotes building self-confidence, and academic progress, this text provided information to
further the significance of incorporating culture in classroom lessons and ultimately the
classroom environment.
In order to promote a classroom environment which celebrates cultural diversity, the
warm demanders can be utilized by teachers within a myriad of practices from culturally
relevant teaching. In each case the objective is to give African-American students an
opportunity to make academic success. An examination of culturally relevant teacher practices
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can reveal practices teachers can use to engage minority students in making academic progress.
Gloria Ladson-Billings espoused a more engaging stance and coined the term culturally relevant
pedagogy. In the culturally relevant pedagogy, Ladson-Billings (1995) emphasized the
importance of empowering African-American students to be successful academically, develop
and maintain a positive self-identity, and be cognizant critically of social inequities. LadsonBillings (1995) defines culturally relevant teaching as,
a pedagogy of oppression not unlike critical pedagogy but specifically committed to
collective, not merely individual, empowerment. Culturally relevant pedagogy rests on
three criteria or propositions: (a) student must experience academic success; (b) students
must develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and (c) students must develop a
critical consciousness through which they challenge the current status quo of the social
order (p.160).
Ladson-Billings (1995) observed varying classrooms to see the strategies teachers used
to assist Black students in using their prior knowledge to engage, accentuate and punctuate their
learning in the classroom. The African-American teachers used in this study were chosen by
parents for their culturally relevant approach.
Some of the parents’ reasons for selecting the teacher were the enthusiasm their children
showed in school and learning while in their classrooms, the consistent level of respect
they received from the teachers, and their perception that the teachers understood the
need for the students to operate in the dual worlds of their home community and the
White community (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 162).
Teachers who expressed respect and acceptance with their Black students influenced their self
confidence in the classroom which impacted their participation within class.
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In the Ladson-Billings (1995) study, the behaviors noted by the parents were a culturally
inclusive approach, high teacher expectations, and student validation; these behaviors are
similar to those employed by teachers who use the warm demanders to validate and empower
African-American students. Black teachers often challenged themselves to ‘dig out’ the
knowledge Black students bring to the classroom; this allowed Black students to see their lived
experiences had value which also impacted their self-confidence. In like matter, Black teachers
enforced community within their classrooms and collaborative learning amongst the students as
well as building relationships with their students beyond the classroom (Ladson-Billings, 2009).
In a study, Ladson-Billings (2009) observed varying teachers’ teaching styles with Black
students. A Black teacher she observed used strategies (e.g. direct instruction versus whole
language) which acknowledged the Black students’ performance style; this approach along with
consistent routines and pairing him with a partner empowered a once non-reader who also had
family and economic challenges to read. The student’s reading progress improved tremendously
(Ladson-Billings, 2009). Teachers who take a culturally relevant approach to teaching can raise
their expectations of Black students which will minimize “when teachers do not understand the
potential of the students they teach, they will under teach them no matter what the
methodology” (Delpit, 2006, p.175). Whereas, teachers who acknowledge the potential of their
students and challenge them to critically examine the status quo can prepare and cultivate life
skills which will enable them to be informed and constructive citizens socio-politically in a
dominant community. Teachers who are socially and culturally aware of their students’
backgrounds can have more productive academic interactions. Culturally relevant teaching
involves academic achievement, cultural competence, and socio-political consciousness.
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Teachers should educate students to have the necessary skills linguistically, mathematically, and
socio-politically to be actively involved in a democratic society.
Culturally Responsive Teaching
The warm demanders practice could also be linked to the culturally responsive approach.
Gay (2000) stressed that culturally responsive teaching is the practice of teachers focusing their
instruction by using diverse ethnic frames of references which is defined as:
Culturally responsive teaching defies conventions of traditional educational practices
with respect to ethnic students of color. This is done in several ways. It is very explicit
about respecting the cultures and experiences of African American, Native American,
Latino, and Asian American students, and it uses these as worthwhile resources for
teaching and learning. It recognizes the existing strengths and accomplishments of these
students and then enhances them further in the instructional process (Gay, 2000, p. 33).
In the poem above, teachers who acknowledge the student with disability can accentuate his or
her strength while remediating their deficit areas and in turn empower this student as opposed to
marginalizing the student.
Culturally responsive teaching practices have been shown to be validating, holistic,
multidimensional, liberating, transformative, and empowering. Teachers may consider adopting
a culturally responsive approach when teaching diverse students to honor and value their input.
Gay (2000) noted, “Using the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and
performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to
and effective for them. It teaches to and through the strengths of these students…culturally
validating and affirming” (p. 29). When teachers embed elements of the culture into their lessons
it can validate the identity of Black students.
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When the brain encounters information, especially during the act of reading and learning,
it’s searching for and making connections to what is personally relevant and meaningful.
What is relevant and meaningful to an individual is based on his or her cultural frame of
reference. Finding cultural relevance and personal connections give us perspective,
engages our attention, and assists us in interpreting and inferring meaning, enabling the
depth of understanding and interest needed for what is considered acts of high intellectual
processing such as conceptualizing, reasoning, or theorizing (Hammond, 2015, p.17).
I have seen teachers use culturally responsive stories to illuminate a concept in a reading class
which engaged the Black students in the class discussion; the students’ voices and facial
expressions brightened up as they could shed light on terms used in the text. Their expressions
illustrated a connection was made and their depth of understanding was heightened. Gay (2000)
identified six tenets: a) Culturally responsive teaching is validating. It establishes
meaningfulness and legitimacy of the cultural legacies; b) comprehensive; it incorporates the
learning for the whole child to include their identity and sense of community; c)
multidimensional; it encompasses the curriculum content, context, climate, teacher-student
relationship, techniques, and performance assessments; d) empowering; it encourages students to
believe in themselves and their ability to succeed and persevere academically until mastery is
attained; this transcends beyond the classroom and into life aspirations; e) transformative; it
acknowledges the strengths and accomplishments of the culture and admonishes students to
become successful and responsible citizens of their communities; f) emancipatory; it urges the
student to challenge the dominant knowledge and consider the responses of their ethnic scholars
on the issues, historical problems, and other life experiences.
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When Black students’ culture is incorporated into the classroom and they are exposed to
authentic knowledge of their culture, this can validate their identity and empower them to
progress in their academics. This can counter the negative stories and liberate Black students
who are exposed to hardships coupled with propaganda which portrays them negatively such as
caricatures of Black youth with sagging pants, possessing drug paraphernalia; and/or in films
where they are targeted for socially inappropriate or illegal behavior. However, in a culturally
responsive classroom, teachers would enable them to consider another view which is more
constructive rather than destructive. In the culturally relevant approach section, a similarity to
othermothering was noted; likewise, in the research on culturally responsive approach, I
observed a similarity to othermothering. Yet, by no means am I implying that Black teachers are
the only ones who can successfully teach Black students as there are White teachers and teachers
of other ethnicities that have successfully taught Black students with the use of the tenets of
culturally responsive practices.
Research on the efficacy of the use of culturally responsive praxis has shown culturally
enriched environments are beneficial. An example of this was observed by Milner (2016) who
noted how a Black male teacher used Hip-Hop music in a game format to involve his students
which affirmed their identity and connected with their culture while simultaneously engaging
them to learn the concepts. This teacher used what was culturally familiar for the student to
actively engage him/her in the classroom narrative; the Black teacher found value in the outside
experiences his students brought to the classroom and decided to learn from them. The teachers’
connecting the lesson to a music genre and language familiar to Black students helped to
increase their self-worth and value in the class environment. This Black teacher “was careful to
allow his students to shepherd him through interests, values, and involvement that mattered most
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to them. He tried not to make assumptions—again, another example of his validation for the
humanity of his students” (Milner, 2016, p. 425). Successful Black teachers of Black students
were those who held high expectations; did not offer them pity, but empathy; and empowered
them and their families to contend with racism and racist policies within their communities
(Milner, 2016). The Black teacher in this study stressed the need to immerse oneself in the
culture of your culturally diverse students noting “he did not believe that teachers should make
“excuses” for why they did not learn about and engross themselves in the worlds of their
students” (Milner, 2016, p. 426). The exposure and involvement in the students’ culture gave the
teacher a glimpse into their way of thinking and doing and possible reasons behind why they
perform the way they do. This Black teacher was able to apply the music from the culture into
class activities that captured the students’ attention and enabled them to access and understand
the concept being taught. While he connected and validated the Black students in his classroom
via use of Hip-Hop, he was able to talk math and science as well as talk music. The use of a
culturally responsive approach celebrated and affirmed the Black students in his class which
fostered an inclusive environment.
In a similar manner, Debnam, Pas, Bottiani, Cash, and Bradshaw (2015) conducted a
study examining teachers’ perceptions of their use of culturally responsive practices in their
classrooms. The findings proposed culturally responsive strategies may be more successful in
engaging their students to learn the concepts. Participants noted their students engaged more in
the lessons when they incorporated the culture of their students. Additionally, they cited the
success of the use of a proactive behavioral management system that embedded cultural
approval. Teachers who actively seek to include culturally responsive practices into their
classrooms pay “attention to students’ lives, sharing of personal stories, use of humor, and
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integration of relevant cultural artifacts (i.e., culturally responsive practices) may create a more
casual, informal classroom environment in which behavioral expectations become less clear”
(Debnam et. al, 2015, p.544). These teachers proactively set and reiterate the behavior
expectations of their students to engage them positively in the classroom. As in the cases
presented, an examination of the culturally responsive practice would align with the goals of
warm demanders which is to use students’ cultural contributions as leverage to engage them in
the school narrative.
Culturally Sustaining Approach
In similar manner, the concept of warm demanders could be used as a culturally
sustaining pedagogical practice (CSP). Django Parris developed an approach as an off-shoot of
the work on culturally relevant practices by Gloria Ladson-Billings. Paris (2012) noted the
importance of building and sustaining the self-awareness of African-American students and their
culture while situated in a dominant society. This would extend beyond the practice of a day or
month of recognition for Blacks. She stated,
Culturally sustaining pedagogy seeks to perpetuate and foster—to sustain—linguistic,
literate, and culturally pluralism as part of the democratic project of schooling. In the face
of current policies and practices that have the explicit goal of creating a monocultural and
monolingual society, research and practice need equally explicit resistances that embrace
cultural pluralism and cultural equality (Parris, 2012, p. 93).
In review of the concepts, culturally sustaining pedagogy seeks to implement more in-depth
teacher practices that would provide ongoing culturally relevant praxis to engage minority
students in their language, literacy, and culture. The emphasis on teachers enacting teaching and
learning that enables multiple ways of incorporating Black students’ linguistic and culturally

45
enriched practices in the classroom despite the dominance of an educational system that is
centered largely on White, middle-class, monolingual, cis-heteropatriarchal and ableist norms of
achievement. It is important to foster cultural practices in the classroom to legitimize an oftendelegitimized group of minority students. The use of Hip-Hop in a classroom activity as a
legitimate asset of linguistics in the classroom environment can build minority self-identities and
self-worth which impacts academic success.
In an additional text, Parris and Alim (2017) emphasized the necessity to maintain or
sustain the cultural practices with consideration of the evolution cultures endure. Teacher
practices have to consider the changes that occur over time culturally for communities. This
mindset takes into consideration the evolving dynamics which occur within the culture and
adjust practices to accommodate these transformations. When teachers integrate the cultural
changes into the curriculum a coalescence is created that represents the dynamics of the changes
in the community it supports. For example, in the study conducted by Milner (2016), the teacher
adjusted the music he used in the classroom with what was current in the music industry, so he
could remain relevant to his students; he allowed his lessons to evolve with the trends in music.
When teachers remain relevant, it acknowledges the culture to build a bridge that links schools
with the communities they serve. Parris and Alim (2017) noted,
CSP shifts toward contemporary understandings of culture as dynamic and fluid, while
also allowing for the past and present to be seen as merging, a continuum, or distinct,
depending on how young people and their communities live race/ethnicity, language, and
culture (p. 8).
Culturally sustaining practices examine schooling and the policies that tend to foster the
colonization of minority students. The theorists contend that the language, knowledge, and
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cultural ways of being are not pathological as Black or minority students are often identified; and
offers teachers an opportunity to reimagine teaching a curriculum that includes the children’s
cultural, language, and learning potential. Culturally sustaining pedagogy critiques the flaws of
explicit assimilationist and anti-democratic educational polices and not minority children
themselves. Paris and Alim (2017) stated, “CSP positions dynamic cultural dexterity as a
necessary good, and sees the outcome of learning as additive rather than subtractive, as
remaining whole rather than framed as broken, as critically enriching strengths rather than
replacing deficits” (p.1).
Paris and Alim (2017) examine varying empirical studies of the use of incorporating
culturally sustaining practices within the curriculum. The theorists discussed the cultural impact
of drama performances depicting topics which were real and prevalent within the student’s
community; the use of poetry in a course which resulted in common-bonds between two
culturally different students based on their lived experiences within their communities. Culturally
sustaining practices can provide practical application of theory as well as practices evolving
cultural theory to reflect the evolution of the educational and cultural justice within schools and
communities such as incorporating the culturally sensitive current event of the socio-political
Black Lives Matter movement.
In the evolution of cultural pedagogies, the authors have echoed a stance that deemed it
necessary to continue a mindset of accentuating the multicultural, multilinguistic qualities, and
skillsets of African-American students versus a mindset which focuses on and promotes a
Eurocentric, dominant, and deficit approach toward groups of people. For instance, Kinloch
(2017) conducted a study of two Black students in two English classes from two different
locations. In class, the students exhibited resistance to writing based on dominant society’s
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implied norms for language and cultural being. These norms positioned “some Black students as
violent, delinquent, and academically inadequate, there is a strong need for sustaining
pedagogies that argue against the ongoing pathologizing of Black lives, languages, and
literacies” (Kinloch, 2017, p.28). The teacher responded to their writings not from the lens of
Dominant Academic English (DAE) which commanded focus on word usage, misspellings, and
staying on topic; instead from the lens of African American Language (AAL) formerly Ebonics
which allowed for variation in verb tenses, other sociolinguistic and phonological nuances in
their spoken and written language. Consequently, the students’ self-worth wasn’t diminished but
celebrated. The teacher worked with both students and concluded their resistance to writing
stemmed from internalizing how they had been negatively perceived by staff; however, once
they were given the liberty to write from their lived experiences both students adjusted their
attitude toward writing and improved their writing. The use of a culturally relevant, culturally
responsive, and culturally sustaining approach in teaching Black students can promote their
learning while providing a sociopolitical perspective that moves the needle on the barometer of
the demographic and social change thermometer within education.
A research study was conducted on the use of culturally sustaining pedagogy and a
special education praxis to examine how the use of both could be beneficial to special needs
minority students. Waitoller and Thorius (2016) examined the use of the Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) which is an approach that focuses on eliminating educational barriers for
students with disabilities with culturally sustaining pedagogy in the classroom in a form of crosspollination of the two to make an inclusive approach to learning for minority children. The
theorists contend that ableism and racism impact the development of a child’s identity in tandem
and not in isolation; therefore, a study which uses a culturally sustaining pedagogy with UDL
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which attends to the emancipation of the intersection these social markers in the children’s
identity development. In American history, minority students were viewed as inferior to their
White counterparts and limited in their cognitive abilities based on their race; scholars gathered
and altered data to substantiate their predetermined prejudices which yielded a “common
argument that Black inferiority is purely cultural and that it can be completely eradicated by
education to a Caucasian standard” (Gould, 1996, p.64). With this mindset, Black students were
not allowed to go to school with White students, but were educated in smaller, often dilapidated
schools with inadequate resources (Anderson, 1988). Black students with a disability experience
not only racism, but also discrimination based on their disability or ableism. Dominant society
with binary perceptions on race and disability caused Black students to be excluded from equal
access to a quality education. These challenges were later addressed through the passage of laws
to desegregate schools via Brown vs. Board of Education and provide access via Individual
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in an attempt to equalize education opportunities (Paris &
Alim, 2017; IDEA, 2004). “Through cross-pollination with UDL, CSP would be extended to
provide students and teachers multiple pathways and various and flexible means to engage in a
meaningful interrogation of ableism and racism” (Waitoller & Thorius, 2016, p.374).
In the study, Waitoller and Thorius (2016) examined a teacher who utilized a UDL
activity cross-pollinated with CSP with the “aim to dismantle intersecting forms of oppression
such as racism and that they be cognizant of and reflective on how these intersections inform the
design of classroom social arrangements that position some as smart and others as dis/abled”
(Waitoller & Thorius, 2016, p. 384). In the study, although unidentified by the theorists, the
teacher used one of the tenets of warm demanders of building a cultural repertoire teacherstudents and student-student. In the use of a culturally sustaining pedagogy along with UDL and
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with warm demanders can provide teachers multidimensional approach to teaching Black special
needs children. The use of the warm demanders with the consideration of the cultural resources
students bring to the classroom can challenge the monocultural/monolingual influence present in
classrooms.
Disability Critical Race Theory (DisCrit)
As I considered theoretical frameworks, I initially contemplated disability studies.
Disability studies is based on a social belief that highlights barriers, dispositions and actions that
systematically exclude individuals with disabilities. This framework responded to the dominant
narrative that posits people with disabilities as having limitations requiring remediation and
intervention. It is a social construct of social theories of deviance, social stigma, and labeling
theory. The mindset of people was that students with disabilities had to be fixed and it continues
to be the narrative espoused by many in education. The deficit students are diagnosed with does
not dictate who they are; however, society positions them in a space that limits and constrains
their growth and expansion beyond what dominant society deems they are capable of doing. This
perspective has stifled the progress students with disabilities have made over the years (Baglieri,
Valle, Connor, & Gallagher, 2011).
Critical race theory which is combined with disability studies can benefit scholars who
are examining many racial issues in education. Closing the achievement gap in schools which
primarily impacts people of color, exploring the challenges with behavior and classroom
management especially since a large proportion of Black students are sent to the office are a
couple of issues that one could use a critical race lens to observe. One could explore situations
where social and cultural capital is used to gain access to areas that are not easily accessible (e.g.
acceptance into ivy league colleges). The use of social and cultural capital can directly impact
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the closing of the achievement gap in education for groups of students. Critical race theory along
with disabilities studies can be useful to inspect issues that impact student achievement and/or
the lack thereof and ascertain how change can occur to provide equal access and a quality
education for students of color (Tyson, 2006).
While this theory could be a viable framework, I reviewed disability of critical race
theory (DisCrit) and the intersection of race, culture, gender, and disability appears to allow for
more understanding of the interaction of these factors on the students’ academic progress.
Culturally relevant, culturally responsive, and culturally sustaining pedagogies are approaches
that accentuate the cultural assets students bring to the classroom. Similarly, disability critical
race theory considers the qualities students enter the classroom which are valuable resources.
This approach may illuminate nuances I may encounter in my research that are specific to their
group and their growth potential academically. DisCrit is a new framework for examining
intersections of dis/ability and other marginalized social locations such as race/ethnicity and
gender. DisCrit is a response to the overlap in the distinctive challenges faced by minority
students with disabilities and an effort at dismantling the embedded inequalities in education.
Annamma, Ferri, and Connor (2018) stated,
Linking CRT and DS to frame and analyze the lives of disabled youth of color provided
far more nuance than had we simply attended to one element of identity or form of oppression.
At the same time, we realized there was a disjuncture in that each field could be engaging more
fully with the other (p.49).
The authors convey the multidimensionality of student experiences based on race,
dis/ability, and gender which warrant a framework that addresses these nuances that influence
the limitations of Whiteness and ability on minority special needs students. This approach allows
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for each area to not be flattened by another area; instead, each area—dis/ability, race/ethnicity,
and gender are considered for their contribution to students’ identity development. The following
are tenets of DisCrit which can be used as a theoretical framework for exploring individual
experiences:
a) Racism and ableism are interdependently, and silently circulated to maintain a level of
normalcy. This tenet examines how racism and ableism work in tandem to marginalize groups of
people; the idea promotes that a student is ‘at-risk’ because s/he is Black which normalizes the
notion that Whiteness is normal and further stigmatizes the mental and physical limitations of
being Black. This concept that individual differences from Whiteness and ability deems a
deficiency (Annamma, et al., 2013; Connor, 2003; Ferri, 2010; Watts & Erevelles 2004). Do
teachers have perspectives or biases which impact their interactions with Black special needs
students?
b) The value of multidimensional identities versus a singular identity based on race,
dis/ability, gender, sexuality, or class is emphasized. Markers for individual identity construction
(e.g. race, class, dis/ability) are often perceived by school personnel in comparison to the cultural
norms as deficient and lacking. The student’s experiences with multidimensional stigma based
on their identity construction contributes to student challenges (Collins, 2003; Solórzano &
Bernal, 2001). Teachers may use warm demanders to mitigate the multidimensional stigmas
Black students experience.
c) The social construct of individuals based on race and dis/ability can marginalize them.
The concept addresses one’s identity (racial and disability) is socially constructed together and
both are significantly important to the person. The dominant framework positions Black students
with disabilities more often in segregated settings versus their White students with disabilities.
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Now it is unlawful to segregate students based on their race; whereas, segregating them based on
dis/ability is now more prevalent which propagates disenfranchisement of Black students with
disabilities (Annamma, et al., 2013). I am unsure if my research will encounter the segregating of
Black special needs students, as I will be working with teachers who support the students in their
general education class.
d) The marginalized individuals’ voices in the research should be heard. The use of
counter-stories to disrupt the negative narrative regarding their identities as a Black special need
student. The research conducted to give voice and “talk back” to the major narrative regarding
injustices the marginalized group confronts (Annamma, et al., 2013; Ferri & Connor, 2010) I
believe the research may “talk back” to current misconceptions about teaching Black special
need students.
e) Consider the legal and historical implications of race and dis/ability conveyed upon
individuals’ rights. DisCrit challenges the beliefs of inferiority in intelligence and culture based
on a person’s race as propagated by pseudo-scientific ideologies proposed in phrenology,
craniology, and eugenics. Policies have racialized students based on their disability which
stigmatizes and segregates them (Menchaca, 1997; Valencia, 1997). Also, the overrepresentation of Black and brown students in special education can question their belonging as
valuable citizens (Annamma, et al., 2013). I am unsure if the notion of citizenry will be discussed
with the elementary age students.
f) The proprietary of Whiteness and ability is advantageous for White middle-class
people labeled with a disability. White students identified as special needs may allow for
resources which are not as readily accessible for Black students with special needs. (Annamma,
et al., Ferri, 2013; Ferri, 2011). This concept was noted by Derrick Bell (1980) as interest
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convergence which contends “the interests of Blacks in receiving racial equality will be
accommodated only when it converges with the interest of Whites” (p.523). I believe this may be
evident in my research in regards to resources which may or may not be available.
g) A DisCrit tenet, one can examine if the use of warm demanders is used as a form of
resistance and activism to the current status quo in education. The idea of the use DisCrit theory
as a mode to resist in order to produce liberty and access for oppressed groups of people to use
their language and critique the current dominant narrative (Annamma, et al., 2018; Leonardo,
2004). I believe my research with warm demanders may provide insight on how this practice can
be a form of resistance to the master narrative present in education.
While this study may touch on aspects of each of these tenets, the second tenet will
provide a framework to explore the impact of teacher practices on the academic progress of
Black students who are stigmatized by positioned in two locations of race and dis/abilities.
The framework of DisCrit in this research can reveal latent teacher bias which impacts
student learning and propagates inequality for groups of people. In the classrooms, Black
students with special needs encounter latent intolerance from their peers and staff in the form of
alienation or stand-offish behavior that impact their view of themselves and their value within
that environment. This marginalization ultimately impacts their academic progress (LadsonBillings, 1995). Teachers immersed in day-to-day culturally deficient practices are unable to see
the reproduction of inequality within their classrooms which perpetuate institutionalized inequity
based on race, gender, and class (Apple, 1995). Therein comes the necessity of change agents
like teachers who use warm demanders to offset this behavior and build self-worth, positive selfidentity, and acceptance for these students which positively impacts their academic and social
growth.
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Disability, gender, and race intersect in the classroom environment as a student can be
members of multiple groups. As students with disabilities enter classrooms, they must contend
with being positioned in multiple categories which typically are marginalized. Annamma, Ferri,
and Connor (2018) noted, “As a framework, DisCrit aims to create new knowledge rooted in
intersectional commitments, seeks to understand how inter locking oppressions of racism and
ableism work in tandem, and pushes the boundaries of intersectionality” (p. 63). Teachers must
consider these multilayered intersections individuals with a disability experience when
developing practices that impact their academic progress in the classroom. The negative and
often unaccepting lived experiences of being Black and disabled impacts their interaction in the
classroom and ultimately their ability to produce academically. When Black students with
disabilities receive praise, empathy, and encouragement to accentuate their strengths, it can
positively impact their self-identity and self-worth (Delpit, 2006; Ladson-Billings,1995; Gay,
2000).
Other Relevant Literature Review
Othermothering
In review of the literature on warm demanders, I came across the concept similar to warm
demanders called ‘othermothering’; it was referred to as a concept often used by Black teachers
as a paradigm used within the classroom similarly as used in the Black communities.
Othermothering was a social and political form of resistance within the African American slave
communities when children were intentionally separated from their parents who were sold by
White slaveholders and the other mothers assumed the responsibilities of raising these children
as a means of supporting and preserving the cultural and communal ties. Othermothering is
described as
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The assistance delivered to blood mothers in the care of their biological children. This
responsibility may be for short- or long-term periods and may exist both informally, such
as within neighborhood child care arrangements, or formally, in the case of public
elementary-school classrooms (Case, 1997, p.26).
Black students with special needs may often view their Black teachers as another mother to assist
them in their learning.
Black teachers often work with their Black students as if they were their biological
children (Collins, 1990). Theorists noted this concept was similar to warm demanders as the
tenets were similar with the stern, autocratic, and disciplined behavior used with the students.
Also, teachers’ use of familiar language and high expectations in spite of the racial, social and
economic challenges they encounter was similar to the tenets of warm demanders. The teachers
I have worked with over the years demonstrate these behaviors with Black students with
disabilities. I have worked with teachers who spent time outside of the class getting to know
their Black students and their families; they had attended their sport and academic activities
within the community to support them in their endeavors. Collins (199) noted, “The institution
of Black motherhood consists of a series of constantly renegotiated relationships that AfricanAmerican women experience with one another, with Black children, with the larger AfricanAmerican community, and with self” (p.118). It is considered a continuation of the ancestral,
African cultural values that have become functional in African American homes and
communities while simultaneously speaks to the resilience Black women have been throughout
the years as a marginalized group. Why do I review and acknowledge this approach? I
acknowledge this approach as it parallels to warm demanders. Black teachers used
othermothering as a sociopolitical means of leveling the playing field and/or a form of

56
resistance to assist Black students where their presence was not often accepted and/or viewed as
valuable in the classroom. The distinction I believe with the use of warm demanders is the
insistence of infusing the Black students’ culture in the classroom instruction such that Black
students’ identity is not overlooked, but celebrated as it is cultivated within their academics.
Teachers who connect cultural activities for instance after a big basketball game of one of their
Black special needs students to the content within classroom engaged that student to participate
and feel valued within the context of the classroom. The teacher used the community activity, a
basketball game, as a bridge to connect the student’s culture to the concept which impacted his
learning.
Students with Disabilities
Researchers have noted Black students with special needs have many locations in which
stand—race/ethnicity, class, gender, and disability of which there is intersectionality.
Intersectionality is the overlap of one’s class, race, gender, and sexual orientation (Crenshaw,
1989). One’s identity is the result of intersectionality of-class, gender, race, sexual, and political
orientation. Crenshaw purports the importance of not grouping Black women solely into the
‘Black experience’ or the ‘feminine experience’ and consider their needs as a distinct group. The
interaction of being Black and a female has its own distinctive experiences that should be
explored. The feminine issues usually address the challenges White females encounter,
notwithstanding the challenges Black females face due to their gender and race. Similarly, the
Black experiences usually address the trials of Black males, while Black female obstacles will
differ due to their race and gender. Crenshaw (1998) reviewed a case study of Black women
filing a complaint against a company based on the disproportionate number of Black females
being promoted. The court decided in favor of the company citing the number of promotions the
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company gave to women overlooking the fact those promotions were for White women. In this
case as in others, individuals positioned in multiple locations (race, gender, dis/ability, class)
have distinctions in their experiences which cannot be grouped with general groups and be
considered addressed. The students’ experiences must be considered based on the interaction of
the overlapping of the social constructions of race and dis/ability and gender. With DisCrit the
emphasis on intersectionality is the focus when examining lived experiences for individuals
positioned within multiple socially marginalized groups. Examining the lived experiences of
Black teachers can reveal powerful insight in how to better teach Black students with disabilities.
Disability, gender, and race intersect in the classroom environment as a student can be
members of multiple groups. As students with disabilities enter classrooms, they must contend
with being positioned in multiple categories which typically are marginalized. Annamma, Ferri,
and Connor (2018) noted, “As a framework, DisCrit aims to create new knowledge rooted in
intersectional commitments, seeks to understand how inter locking oppressions of racism and
ableism work in tandem, and pushes the boundaries of intersectionality” (p. 63). Teachers must
consider these multilayered intersections individuals with a disability experience when
developing practices that impact their academic progress in the classroom. The negative and
often unaccepting lived experiences of being Black and disabled impacts their interaction in the
classroom and ultimately their ability to produce academically. When Black students with
disabilities receive praise, empathy, and encouragement to accentuate their strengths, it can
positively impact their self-identity and self-worth (Delpit, 2006; Ladson-Billings,1995; Gay,
2000).
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Funds of Knowledge
Many Black teachers who chose teaching as a profession used the concept of care and
justice as a construct in teaching Black students (Siddle Walker & Snarey, 2004). Black teachers
who abide by the African proverb ‘it takes a village’ also embrace the “message of care and a
general agreement on what it meant to care were the constructs that allowed African American
schools to buffer the injustices of inequality and prepare the students to live in and challenge a
world of injustice” (Siddle Walker & Snarey, 2004, p.79). Teachers who use the element of care
reflect a sociopolitical belief that caring can mitigate some of the racism and neglect Black
students with special needs experience in public schools and especially in their interactions with
White teachers who lack culturally relevant teaching practices. Racial
bias/prejudice/discrimination enters the classroom as a normalized way of thinking and doing
which impacts the equitable progress of Black students with disabilities; these practices can
reflect unknown teacher biases (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). Notably, the number of White teachers
surpass the number of Black teachers and currently, there is a shortage of Black teachers
(Ladson-Billings, 2009). This shortage of Black teachers in public schools can negatively impact
Black students with special needs’ progress as the funds of knowledge they bring to the
classroom is often not acknowledged or integrated in the class discourse by White teachers.
Black students need their funds of knowledge recognized and utilized in the classroom to engage
in their learning.
Black teachers, administrators, and staff have been known to be the ‘caregivers’ within
the school to guide, nurture, and challenge Black students on the importance of performing well
and obtaining an education (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Siddle-Walker & Snarey, 2004). They
essentially were an extension of the Black community serving as “dreamkeepers” for improving

59
the academic achievement of Black students in order to obtain the elusive dream of a quality
education (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Teachers actively participate in the development of positive
self-concepts, promote self-worth, and provide validation for students of color. Teachers who
embrace schooling as a means of transforming society rather than reinforcing the status quo can
use culturally relevant praxis to combat marginalization of groups of students. The scenario in
the beginning illustrates the investment Black teachers make with students especially Black
students who have challenges based on their race, socioeconomic status and educational
challenges or perceived challenges. Black teachers as members of the Black culture are
cognizant of the knowledge available in the Black community; “people are competent, they have
knowledge, and their life experiences have given them that knowledge” (González, Moll, &
Amanti, 2005, p. X). Funds of knowledge was initially introduced by Vélez -Ibáñez and
Greenberg (1992) to give the historical accumulation of knowledge, abilities, and cultural ways
of interacting within the Hispanic community. González, Moll, and Amanti (2005) expanded this
concept to work with teachers and their interaction with families outside of the classroom to use
families’ funds of knowledge within the classroom to engage their children. In Black
neighborhoods, while the knowledge may vary slightly based on cultural differences—Black
Caribbean, Northern, Southern; there are fundamental funds of knowledge that is consistent
among the Black communities. For example, in a southern Black community, the family may not
be politically engaged; have sporadic food insecurity and housing uncertainty due to challenges
with securing employment; grandparent may live with them to provide daycare; preparation of
culturally rich dishes (i.e. Black-eye peas, collard greens, candied yams, potato salad, fried
chicken/fish, pound cakes, sweet potato pies, etc.) as a conversation piece on whose dish is best;
home may consist of broken language since parent or grandparent may not have graduated high
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school. These funds of knowledge can be a resource for teachers within the classroom to enhance
Black students with special needs’ academic progress. Black teachers can identify the funds of
knowledge and explicate the need to utilize them as familiar cultural ways to engage and
encourage Black students to progress and perform in the classroom. (González, Moll, & Amanti,
2005; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Students enter their classrooms with funds of knowledge and
Teachers in home-based contexts of learning will know the child as a whole person, not
merely as a student, taking into account or having knowledge about the multiple spheres
of activity within which the child is enmeshed. In comparison, the typical teacher-student
relationship seems thin and single-stranded as the teacher knows the student only from
their performance within rather limited classroom contexts (González, Moll, & Amanti,
2005, p.74).
Understanding students come with funds of knowledge which adds multidimensionality to the
student could provide teachers with insight into their learning. Likewise, with the use of warm
demanders as a practice with Black students with special needs, teachers can translate the funds
of knowledge of how Black families accept and embrace their child’s disability into an asset for
the students’ learning.
Unsurprisingly, some Black teachers who enter the profession tend to use warm
demanders as a means to bridge the school environment with the home environment and allow
people to hear the voices or knowledge of Black students with special needs. Teachers used this
pedagogy to engage Black students in the classroom discourse as abled viable participants with
knowledge to contribute (Delpit, 2012; Irvine & Fraser, 1998; Ware, 2006). Black teachers using
care, sternness, high expectations, and culturally inclusive practices can thwart the negative
impact systemic racially biased practices impose on Black students with special needs (Delpit,
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2006; Foster, 1997; Gay, 2000; Roberts, 2010). Also, these teachers are inclined to embrace their
cultural, social differences and encourage understanding from the student’s perspective devoid of
bias to assist these students’ academic progress (Baszile, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris &
Alim, 2017). Black teachers’ embrace of culturally rooted forms of teaching and learning in their
interactions with Black students with special needs can offer a vision of a liberating education;
this culturally relevant approach can actively engage Black students with special needs to
actively participate in their learning. Teachers who use strategies and learn the multifaceted
culture of their Black students with special needs can engage them in the classroom;
consequently, this may raise teacher expectations for this population of students.
What would our pedagogies look like if this gaze (and the kindred patriarchal,
cisheteronormative, English-monolingual, ableist, classist, xenophobic, Judeo-Christian
gazes) weren’t the dominant one? What would liberating ourselves from this gaze and the
educational expectations it forwards mean for our abilities to envision new and recover
community-rooted forms of teaching and learning (Paris & Alim, 2017, p. 3)?
As Paris and Alim (2017) note, liberating visions are needed to replace the dominant gaze and
minimize marginalization and lowered academic expectations for Black students with special
needs while simultaneously engaging them in the classroom.
Connection of the Study with Curriculum Studies
In curriculum conversations, student concerns with race, gender, and class are discussed;
however, the discussions on students with disabilities need to be present. The discussion of Black
students with special needs adds to the narrative on curriculum theory and the need to address the
inequitable practices for them in schools. Erevelles (2005) argues:
That curriculum theory can no longer afford to ignore issues of disability.
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This is because the ‘normalizing’ aspects of the curriculum that have
rendered disability invisible have simultaneously contributed to the
oppressive practices meted out to students marked by race, class, gender,
and sexuality (p.435)
In this study, on the use of a culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy of warm
demanders, one can expand the narrative regarding teachers including varied practices to enrich
the academic engagement of Black special needs students. When considering the curriculum for
Black students with special needs, as Erevelles (2005) noted, education needs “a curriculum that
is dedicated to enabling … all students to negotiate difference in creative ways that foster cooperation and interdependence rather than competition and radical individualism” (p.436).
They need inequitable access to resources which improve and enrich their educational experience
beyond basic concepts which promotes the dominant narrative of ‘normalcy’ of abled bodies.
The challenges Black students with special needs confront is multidimensional and includes
other categories (i.e. race, class, gender, sexuality) of which postures them to be subjugated by
dominant society. This study on teachers’ use of warm demanders can expand curriculum studies
to offer teachers a praxis that mitigate the oppressive practices present in classrooms.
Conclusion
In this proposed study of the warm demanders teachers use with minority special
education students, one promising area of focus lies in examining if this praxis is thriving or
waning as a viable approach for improving their academic progress notwithstanding this
intersectionality. To study the lived experiences of teachers, using Disability Critical Race
Theory (DisCrit) as a theoretical framework, I examine the intersection of using warm
demanders and the impact it may have on the learning environment of minority special education

63
students. It allows me the opportunity to consider the interaction of race/ethnicity, gender, and
disability may have on the use of a culturally relevant, culturally, responsive, culturally
sustaining approach on the academic progress of Black students with disabilities. The lived
experiences of teachers who utilize warm demanders may reveal the bonds, shared discourse,
and understandings that influence teacher praxis. The use of DisCrit via the representation of
counter storytelling can alter the discourse surrounding race and perhaps give voice to the
otherwise shared silenced voices of teachers who work with minority special education students.
The research may reveal hidden sociopolitical perspectives teachers may have in providing Black
students with an equitable and progressive quality education. The study connects with
curriculum studies as a means to flatten the negative impact of overlooking the needs of Black
students with special needs by suggesting a praxis that is inclusive.
I have reviewed theoretical frameworks that I used to examine the use of warm
demanders as a teacher praxis with Black students with disabilities. I have looked at how the use
of a culturally relevant, culturally responsive, and culturally sustaining approach along with
warm demanders can help with the development of a positive Black, dis/abled, student identity
and subsequent improvement in academic progress. I discuss the methodology of critical race
narrative inquiry and the method of counter storytelling in the following section. I also examine
research used with critical narrative and counter storytelling and the impact it had on the
students’ behavioral and academic progress.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
I have chosen to utilize critical race narrative. I decided to use critical race narrative to
examine the elicited stories of African-American teachers and acknowledge their contributions in
successfully educating students of color. “Everyone loves a story. The hope is that well-told
stories describing the reality of Black and brown lives can help readers to bridge the gap between
their worlds and those of others” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 49). Additionally, I
acknowledge that everyone has a story and oftentimes only certain stories are highlighted; while
others’ stories are overlooked or unrecognized altogether. (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) Black
teachers tend to have stories which are not as widely accentuated which restricts their voices
from being heard. I discuss my decision of using Carl Gutiérrez-Jones’ (2001) critical race
narrative as methodology and identify researchers that influenced my choice. Critical race theory
is the theoretical framework for the research inquiry. I also address challenges this inquiry may
pose for the research as well as the impact critical race narrative inquiry may have in general as a
form of inquiry.
Contexts
The participant and I are Black special education teachers and we both lived in the
suburban county of Atlanta, Georgia. We both have worked within varying classroom contexts
with varying special needs students. The demographic information of the students with special
needs in this suburban community outside of Atlanta, Georgia which has changed significantly
over the last few years. These changes depict the differences in the demographics within the
neighborhood schools. The number of Black and brown students categorized with a disability has
increased as well. As per the figure below, the number of minorities at the suburban Elementary
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School are 64% Black and 18% brown students, 5% Asia and Pacific Islander, 5% two or more
races, and 8% White. (Great Schools, 2020) Additionally, the figure gives the number of special
education students were at 12%. (City-Data, 2009). See chart below in figure 2.

Demographics
Percentage

Special Education
Native American
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander

12

<0

Asian or Pacific Islander

5

Two or more races

5

White

Hispanic

8

18

Black
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Figure 2 Greatschools.org in Georgia and City-data

Furthermore, the demographics of students with special needs according to the National
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) is presented below in the chart labeled figure three. The
table denotes the national breakdown of the number of students with different special education
disabilities by race/nationality. The national demographics of students with disabilities indicated
the highest number of students identified with a disability were Hispanics in the area of Specific
Learning disability compared to all nationalities. See table below.
However, in the suburban county the participant and I worked in, the number of students
identified with special needs were far more prevalent for Black students than Hispanics. Both the
participant and I had student caseloads consisting primarily of Black students with a few
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Hispanics students identified. These students had challenges within the general education
classroom with inclusion and continued academic progress given the negative stereotype for
Black special needs students.

Digest 2020 Demographics
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Figure 3 National Center for Education Statistics. 2020
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Critical Race Narrative
Critical race narrative examines how race is evaluated in scholarly writings, literary texts,
and popular culture such as the Rodney King uprisings, the O.J. Simpson case, and the shooting
of Amadou Diallo in New York City. Critical race narrative examines how to interpret racial
injuries incurred within and among these interactions (Gutiérrez-Jones, 2001). Where critical
narrative is a methodology that allows the researcher to examine people’s fundamental central
beliefs, values, and human considerations by reflective and analytical deliberations; critical race
narrative homes in on race and racism specifically. Researchers can study the philosophical basis
which support the racially charged beliefs and practices which ultimately impact implementing
the curriculum. For my research, I chose to conduct interviews, so I can contextualize the
participants’ beliefs that can consist of racial injury and dictate how they may or may not
respond in interactions with Black special needs children in their classroom. As a once
disadvantaged, African-American woman raised by a single parent, this methodology resonated
with me as I remember many conversations with former educators about their classroom
experiences both good and not so good and the advice they offered. I listened to their
experiences which enabled them to traverse the obstacles posed by race and racism in their
classrooms and how those experiences helped them to assist young Black special needs children
who have been stigmatized and discouraged in school. Critical race narrative solicit dialogue that
is race-focused narrative and challenges the racial status quo (Gutiérrez-Jones, 2001; Parker &
Lynn, 2002). Teacher narratives allow for courageous discussions, arguments, and
counterarguments to acquire insight on the experience (Webster & Mertova, 2007).
What are the historical and present-day driving forces that impact Black teachers to
motivate, engage, and challenge Black students to progress and make academic gains? This is
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the key research issue that I explore using critical race narrative. The historical, socialeconomical, and familial experiences of Black families within their communities influence the
development of teacher identities and subsequently how they teach in their classrooms.
Historically, many of those experiences were wrought with overt and covert racially charged
encounters which impacted their perspectives about teaching (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Milner,
2008). The critical race narrative allows Black teachers to reflect on their lived experiences to
provide insight into critical Black perspectives on teaching. Webster and Mertova (2007) noted
“Narrative is an event-driven tool of research. The identification of key events, and the details
surrounding these, are recognized forces in adequately describing the matter under research.
Specific events are key determinants in how we recall our life experiences” (p.71). Webster and
Mertova (2007) indicated the importance of critical events and their impact on the narrative over
time such that it influences behavior practically. The profound effect of critical events on
participants can reveal via a critical narrative inquiry emerging current practices which recognize
the need for possible changes in the curriculum.
Counter Storytelling
I use counter storytelling. Counter story-telling or counter narrative is a form of critical
race narrative. Counter storytelling is response to the majoritarian narrative. Solórzano and Yosso
(2002) define counter story, “as a method of telling the stories of those people whose experiences
are not often told (i.e., those on the margins of society) (p.32). Counter-story is a means to analyze,
reveal, and challenge the majoritarian or dominant narrative of racial privilege. Initially, with
narrative analysis for critical race theory, counter-storytelling was used to displace and refute the
pernicious beliefs held by the majority (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Andrews (2004) noted,
“Counter-narratives, like the dominant cultural narratives they challenge, might be experienced
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and articulated individually, but nonetheless they have common meaning” (p. 2). The participants’
voices help to document and validate the reality of their experiences. Counter-stories of socially
marginalized people portray the power and resilience they have in challenging and resisting the
master or majoritarian narrative which surround them. As a graduate student and a teacher, I have
had to advocate for students with disabilities and the challenges they encounter where teachers and
administrators questioned their ability to make progress in general education environments.
Students who were placed in small group settings for direct instruction based on their deficits, but
are ready to transition back into the regular classroom are often met with low expectations and
doubt from staff. As a graduate student, I have shared my experiences of how reentering regular
education classes impact Black special education students; these counter the dominant narrative of
teachers which fails to adjust their viewpoint and does not allow this population to grow, but they
often box them into an ideology of ‘once a special education student always a special education
student’.
As a Black special needs teacher, I have worked with and observed students who have been
labeled with a disability in which their general education teacher or other staff have discounted
them and their abilities to contribute to classroom discourse. This student experienced firsthand
how Black special needs students are perceived as different, yet “does this difference maintain a
difference between ‘us and him’?” (Erevelles, 2005, p.431) I remember questioning a student
whose relative strength was in reading on why he did not participate in reading discussions. He
responded that his teacher never called on him and he did not volunteer. As the co-teacher in the
class, I began to probe him with questions to engage him in the classroom. His teacher as well as
his classmates were amazed at his answers because they had not thought of his response or saw it
from his point of view. This student experienced a form of injury based on his race and dis/ability
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which silenced his participation in class (Gutiérrez-Jones, 2001). This student actually began to
participate more in class and later I met with him individually to share my saying of “accentuate
the positive” which means whenever possible to display your better qualities. I reflected on this
student because his story counters the majoritarian narratives and teacher behaviors which
racialize, distorts, and stereotypes him as incapable because he has a disability (Yosso, 2006).
In curriculum studies, counterstories are used as a methodology in educational research to
examine social justice. This builds on the recent research done by He, M. F., and Ross, S. (2012)
on Narrative of curriculum in the south: Lives in-between contested race, gender, class, and
power. This research could amplify the voices of African American teachers on practices (i.e. their
culturally relevant acknowledgments, attitudes, dispositions, and high expectations) they use
which have shown to be beneficial for African American students. Their stories can challenge the
current paradigms which negatively portray African American students’ abilities. Notably,
Solórzano and Yosso (2002) indicate the distinction of counter story telling from narrative inquiry
in that counter story-telling redresses the master narrative told by dominant society regarding a
group of people by providing a critical viewpoint of their experiences.
The ideology of racism creates, maintains, and justifies the use of a ‘master narrative’ in
story-telling. It is within the context of racism that ‘monovocal’ stories about the low
educational achievement and attainment of students of color are told. Unacknowledged
White privilege helps maintain racism’s stories (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 27).
According to Yosso (2006), there are two types of stories: counter storytelling and majoritarian
stories. “Majoritarian story implicitly begins from the assumption that all students enjoy access to
the same educational opportunities and conditions from elementary through postsecondary school”

71
(p204). However, counter storytelling exposes the inequitableness of resources, access, and
opportunities for Black and brown students.
The master narrative perpetuates an erroneous outlook of African-American students’
abilities and capabilities. An early dominant narrative conveyed African American and Native
Americans are inferior to Whites based on their skin color. For example, Gould (1996) noted, “We
must recognize the cultural milieu of a society whose leaders and intellectuals did not doubt the
propriety of racial ranking—with Indians below Whites, and Blacks below everybody else” (p.63).
Moreover, Blacks were viewed as mentally inferior to Whites based on their culture and this could
be eradicated if they were taught a White standard (Gould, 1996). Counter narratives challenge the
inadequacy mentality directed at communities of color (Milner & Howard, 2013). I, as many other
Black children, experienced White privilege when it was only a few Black students allowed in a
separate honors school in my hometown. I was one of a few Blacks on my high school yearbook
team and in my undergrad classes many of my White classmates had few challenges with meeting
people similar to themselves.
In similar manner, I have been in classes where the Black students were often sent to the
office for misbehavior; whereas, a White student was shown leniency for his behavior. The
Black student would be disciplined by the administration with out-of-school suspension and the
White student given in-school detention. These lived experiences which I and Black students that
I know have encountered show the privilege White students are afforded as the master narrative
stereotypes Black students as overall ‘bad’ or ‘troublemakers’ (Yosso, 2006). The teacher stories
can challenge the current paradigms which negatively portray African American students’
abilities. Teachers using warm demanders may highlight the efforts used to empower and

72
encourage Black special needs children in spite of their disability. I’d say that I see myself in line
with other Black teachers as Milner (2007) described,
[Black teachers] They saw their jobs and roles as extending far beyond the hallways of
the school or their classroom. They had a mission to teach their students because they
realized the risks and consequences in store for their students if they did not teach them
and if the students did not learn. An undereducated and underprepared Black student,
during a time when society neither wanted nor expected these students to succeed, could
lead to self-destruction and social destruction (drug abuse, prison, or even death) (p. 589).
This teacher mindset and use of culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining strategy like warm
demanders can be liberating and transformative for African American and other students of color
with special needs who are racialized, gendered, and classed; it could also accentuate their abilities
instead of highlighting their deficits.
By using critical race narrative, I highlight teachers’ thoughts, beliefs, or attitudes
regarding the use of a culturally relevant praxis such as warm demanders. According to
Solórzano & Yosso (2002), “The counter-story is also a tool for exposing, analyzing, and
challenging the majoritarian stories of racial privilege. Counter-stories can shatter complacency,
challenge the dominant discourse on race, and further the struggle for racial reform” (p.32).
Critical Race Theory (CRT) literature evidences at least three types of counterstories:
autobiographical, biographical, and composite (Yosso, 2006). This study draws upon the
composite counter-stories using the lived experiences of a retired teacher colleague and my selfstudy of professional and personal experiences. The counter stories from this research can
further a narrative from Black teachers who teach Black students with disabilities and not simply
on teaching Black students with disabilities.
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The counter narrative/counter stories communicate the muted stories which are viewed as
insignificant to the majoritarian narrative which supports and perpetuates White privilege. Black
teachers’ voices can reframe and rearticulate their marginalized stories that reveal the
significance and relevance of integrating their culture and culturally relevant practices in the
classroom environment. Implementing a suggested praxis of warm demanders would be a
feasible approach as it would provide teachers with a means to engage Black students with
disabilities. For instance, I have used a reading text titled Red: A Crayon’s Story by Michael
Hall. This story talks about a “label” on the crayon that didn’t match what was on the inside. In
this activity, the students were given a writing prompt to practice their writing skills, but more
importantly to have dialogue on what the crayon may experience and how would they relate to
the crayon. This writing activity brought awareness and understanding of how others may feel
being labeled or categorized as Black special needs students often experience. While my White
teacher counterparts may disagree with the use of this activity due to the sensitivity some
teachers or students may have with the topic of ‘labeling’ others, it opens the narrative for all
students to dialogue on this topic and allowed me to further the conversation on how educators
can encourage a more inclusive environment for Black students with special needs.
Self-Study
I conducted a self-study in addition to interviewing a teacher colleague. According to
Milner (2007) defined, “self-study—teacher educators’ systematic examination of their own
practice to improve their work” (p.585). Self-study involves a deep introspection of oneself to
unveil any conscious or unconscious experiences to reconceptualize ones current practices. In
my research, I had to reflect on the ‘why’ of what I do and ‘how does it impact the students I
teach?’ The interviews with a teacher colleague, transcribing of the interviews, journaling, and
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review of both journals challenged me to critically examine what I do. It inspired me to review it
broadly and narrowly to identify what perspectives do I have or have adopted which truly benefit
Black children with special needs. As I reviewed literature on race, narrative inquiry, and selfstudy, it noted the interconnectedness of the three. Milner (2007) noted, “My ethnic identity
helped shape my beliefs and perspectives in my curriculum development” (p. 288). This was the
same for me as I made my reflections and wrote for this study, I saw the development of what I
do in the classroom as a result of a plethora of experiences in my formal education and social,
personal, familial, religious experiences which influence how I teach. In some cases I reflected
on the internal tensions I experienced as a novice Black teacher when I advocated for my Black
students with special needs. These experiences affected me in my interactions with staff more
than I knew (He, Ross, & Seay, 2015).
Methodological challenges: While in the process of collecting data for my research, I
encountered a challenge as I forged ahead with obtaining approval to conduct my research with
my school district. As I was obtaining authorization from my university for my IRB, I reached
out to the district personnel to find out the process for conducting research in my district, I
discovered the district has a two-path process for granting graduate students’ permission to
conduct research in the district: a) To submit and utilize the IRB from the organization/university
authorizing the research for the graduate student and/or b) Complete the extensive application
process for the district. Per email correspondence with the district personnel in charge of this
process who requested documents in accordance with option one for approval; I submitted the
required documents. Subsequently, once I obtained approval to move forward with my research
from my university, I reached back out to the staff person in charge for the district, but I was
informed that he was no longer with the district. The interim staff person read my proposal and
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saw the reference to Critical Race Theory (CRT) and was reluctant to move forward with the
process. She stated she had to refer it to the district’s legal team based on the recent changes
authorized by Georgia’s current governor regarding CRT. Subsequently, she responded to me
via email that I had to go through completing their complete application process, option two, to
consider permission for using participants in the district. Based on her reactions to my
mentioning Critical Race Theory in my proposal and after speaking with my chair, I decided to
move forward with finding participants outside of the district. I used the social media platform of
Black Special Educators as well as former colleagues who may be interested in participating in
the study. I received a response from two teachers. One teacher backed out of the study leaving
only two participants to include myself; therefore, the methodology changed to a qualitative
study of a retired colleague teacher and a self-study.
Exemplary Critical Race Narrative Research
In review of researchers who utilized the critical race narrative, I found some researchers
utilized the counter story-telling in gathering research stories. In one case, I reviewed the works
of Denise Taliaferro Baszile (2008) who examined her own life as an African-American teacher
which also infused her experiences as a Black woman. She assessed how teacher reflections can
further the dominant discourse as teachers promote their internalized racial viewpoints. Baszile
(2008), in review of her stories, noted several themes: the focus of self-reflection, the counter
story of teacher practices, the surveillances experienced while in the teacher program, and the
teacher programs’ focus on practices versus theory to application via self-reflection. Baszile
(2008) stated,
Thus, as I tell my students, going in search of one’s self with an explicit focus on trying
to understand how one has internalized and acted out a racial worldview is paramount to
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the intellectually rigorous, emotionally taxing, and notoriously undervalued work of
teaching in a racially and culturally complex world (p. 372).
I believe this study highlights the possible challenges White and nonwhite teachers may
encounter in implementing the warm demander as a strategy or practice with diverse student
groups. Pivotal to teachers’ use of warm demanders is building relationships with their students
and this can be hindered if internalized and unacknowledged biases arise. This text noted how
racialized people can be as part of being human. As I reviewed this text, I noted the
intersectionality of race, class and gender conveyed in the research and this impacted how I may
experience the research gained from the stories on the warm demanders.
Additionally, I reviewed another work of Denise Taliaferro Baszile and Kirsten Edwards
(2016). In this text, the authors surveyed the testimonials of Black women and how they use
critical testimony as a part of scholarly rearing/nurturing and resistance in cultivating Black
women in education. The purpose of the research was to explore the use of testimony as counter
narrative to the dominant master narrative. The themes which developed were use of testimonials
critically in developing a radical Black female (inter)subjectivity, the use of these
(inter)subjectivities as a means of resistance in cultivating Black female intellectuals, and the use
of textual pedagogy as scholars use text to scholarly rear or train Black female intellectuals.
Edwards and Baszile (2016) noted, “Textual pedagogues render their testimonial offerings for
various purposes. However, by virtue of their truth-telling in writing, which is often an act of
faith and spirit, they create the epistemic space where they can teach what is often silenced” (p.
87). The researchers noted the necessity to cultivate other women to interrupt the status quo by
acknowledging their position in the classroom and writing about them to engender other Black
women to do likewise. The authors in both of these texts approached curriculum from a stance of
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racialized text with an emphasis on entering the dominant narrative via the inquiry of critical
race counter story and teacher reflections. The texts consider how novice Black teachers can
benefit from being mentored by Black teachers and their testimonies of the struggles, healings,
and love experienced during teaching. The researchers utilized their reflections and testimonies
from lived experiences with the curriculum as a means to engage the teachers to do likewise in
their classrooms with their students. Teachers who use warm demanders as a pedagogical and
cultural strategy to engage Black special needs children can in turn empower and inspire other
teachers of the benefits of utilizing this practice in the classroom. I believe the use of critical race
narrative/counter story-telling provided authentic stories to illuminate the benefits and perhaps
challenges to be aware of in using warm demanders as well as redress the master narrative which
depicts Black special needs children as irresponsible and less intelligent as their White peers.
In review of the work of another researcher, Gist (2014) explored the effect of culturally
responsive counter narratives. In this text, the researcher uses critical race methodology with
counter narratives and storytelling to give voice to the participants. The author explores how
teacher evaluation tools can include sociocultural consciousness in the classroom to engage
diverse student populations. Sociocultural consciousness is the awareness one has of the varying
social constructs that impact student access to a quality education. (Gist, 2014) She based her
work on critical race theory as well and she noted the challenge administrators had with the
teacher evaluation tools in identifying when teachers use their sociocultural consciousness. They
use this sociocultural consciousness to connect with their students and promote self-awareness
and student engagement in the classroom despite challenges that may arise to disrupt their
learning. “If teachers have limited knowledge of students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds
this can severely reduce the teacher’s ability to draw upon a student’s cultural and linguistic
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strengths and foster resilient student identities of achievement” (Gist, 2014, p.1010). The author
noted that students of color have varying identities they maneuver in the school setting and
sociocultural consciousness takes this into consideration. To further student engagement for
African American students, teachers have to consider their culture which is instrumental in the
social construction of who they are. “Racial identity is one social construct on an expansive
landscape of identity markers that shape an individual’s perspective and experience in the
world…sociocultural consciousness can be a powerful instructional lens used to positively shape
students’ learning experiences” (Gist, 2014, p.1013). The teacher in this project used her
historical connections with the school community to guide the Black students in building a
bridge to cross over obstacles they face in confronting setbacks in school. Her racial
consciousness allowed her to assist the other Black students with identifying with the challenge
one of the Black students was experiencing with her academic identity; the teacher’s ability to
read the pulse of the classroom and relate to them by injecting her own history to regain their
confidence in achieving their academic goals. The students in this study were in a town where
students identified with upward mobility by achieving in school to get admitted to schools for a
chance out of their current social situations (Gist, 2014). Ultimately, a teacher’s observation tool
that inspects the use of sociocultural consciousness in the classroom can be beneficial to teachers
connecting with African American students to foster their academic learning and affirm their
identity within the space of the classroom. Teachers who use warm demanders get to know the
culture of their students and get involved such that they are able to ‘read’ misbehaviors and
address them positively and proactively.
Furthermore, I reviewed the study of Ender (2019) who examined the use of counter
narrative to create community spaces in social studies. The author explored the use of critical
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counter narratives of two minority social studies teachers in their implementation of the
curriculum. The teachers used critical pedagogical practices to afford them an opportunity to
engage their students in productive discourse on the impact of racial bias with historical events in
the space of the class community. Ender (2019) remarked, “The counter narratives firmly
establish the importance of inclusive pedagogies as critical practices in social studies classroom”
(p.142). These teachers were reverting back to the fundamental intent of social studies
curriculum of cultivating young adults empowered to make informed civic decisions which
challenge the status quo and intentionally cultivate relationships that foster cultural
understanding (Dewey, 1897, 1933). The researcher’s use of critical counter narratives
highlighted the lived experiences of the African American and Latina teachers’ critical
pedagogies which impacted students in the classroom. This study provided insight on the use of
community within the space of the classroom to cultivate a structured environment that
encourages students to engage in critical discourse. This dialogue can provide an opportunity for
students to explore their own subtle biases in a safe space.
Lastly, I reviewed the text by Bamberg and Andrews (2004) of Considering Counter
Narratives: Narrating, resisting, making sense. The text reviewed the counter narratives of
varying authors in different fields as an inquiry to examine the participants’ stories on varying
issues. The editors presented stories which grappled with the notion of identifying oneself based
on the assumed normative life experiences by the master narrative with the ‘outside group’ if
they didn’t fit the ‘norms’ or with the ‘in group’ if they fit those norms of the dominant society.
It calls into question how one interprets their lives if it doesn’t align with dominant society. Each
author presented stories which “illustrates the power of individuals to challenge the constraints
of the dominant stories which surround them; these are counter narratives of gentle deﬁance and
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resistance” (Andrews, 2004, p. 5). Andrews (2004) noted the alignment with the legal stories
such as those told by people who are
Members of the ‘outgroups’, or ‘groups whose marginality defines the boundaries of the
mainstream, whose voice and perspective – whose consciousness – has been suppressed,
devalued, and abnormalized. The cohesiveness that stories bring is part of the strength of
the outgroup. An outgroup creates its own stories, which circulate within the group as a
kind of counter-reality (Delgado, 1989, p. 2412).
The legal stories told by slaves of their sufferings at the hands of their White masters; feminists
with their challenges with equality in a misogynistic workforce; and Native Americans in the
loss of their land; each of the stories counter the master narrative which portrays events from
more of a palatable perspective (Delgado, 1989). In fact, Bamberg (2004) stated, “I consider the
topic of counter narratives as extremely relevant since it brings narrative research closer to the
field of practical applications and opens up the possibility of using narrative research in the
service of liberating and emancipating agenda” (p.351). In essence, the potential benefits
provided by the critical counter stories can enlighten teachers and staff of alternate practices
which enrich diverse students’ engagement; it presents an alternative narrative to the master
narrative that bolsters the production of a positive student identity for students of color. The
author explored utilizing narrative inquiry and the potential impact it may have on constructing
alternate practices that confronts established racist and hegemonic ideologies with subsequent
democratic discourse and multicultural respect. This critical narrative inquiry can spur changes
in the current dominant mindset. Delgado (1989) noted, “Stories, parables, chronicles, and
narratives are powerful means for destroying mindset – the bundle of presuppositions, received
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wisdoms, and shared understandings against a background of which legal and political discourse
takes place” (p. 2413).
The theorists presented information regarding the use of counter stories as a tool for
teachers to engage in reflections on their own personal biases. These exemplary studies offer
teachers who are able to acknowledge and confront their own biases can in turn provide
opportunities to model this reflective behavior for students and allow for productive dialogue to
take place in a controlled, safe space.
Participant Profiles
In this study, I use purposeful sampling to select the Black teacher for the study.
Purposeful sampling is to “select cases that show different perspectives on the problem, process,
or event I want to portray” (Creswell, 2013). I reached out to former Black teachers to participate
in the study. I received a yes and one no response and then a yes from a retired teacher. One of
the participants backed out prior to the start of the research; however, I proceeded with the study
with two participants: a retired teacher, Tameka (pseudonym) and myself, (researcher) a current
teacher of special needs students; therefore, I used the methodology critical race narrative with
self-study. Both of the participants worked with Black students with special needs in a suburban
county in Georgia. The participants noted their student caseloads varied from year to year;
however, their classes consisted of students with primary eligibility in Specific Learning
Disabilities (SLD); Emotional Behavior Disorder (EBD); Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD);
Mild Intellectual disorder (MID); or Other Health Impaired (OHI) and many students had a
secondary eligibility of Speech (SI). Additionally, both participants have worked at the special
education office in central office overseeing special education teachers’ professional
development and compliance prior to returning to the classroom.
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Participants

Number of years teaching

Types of classes taught

Tameka

30

Resource, self-contained,
collaborative, co-taught

Researcher (I/me/Danielle)

25

Resource, self-contained,
collaborative, co-taught

Table 1 Research Participants

Tameka
A retired Black special education teacher with over thirty years of teaching experience. She
enjoyed working with special needs children. She has worked in one suburban county for most of
her teaching career. She has worked with Black students with special needs in varying settings—
resource, self-contained, co-taught and collaborative. She had worked with special needs
students of elementary and high school age, but primarily with elementary aged students. Prior to
retiring, she taught a self-contained elementary Autism class.
Researcher (I/me/Danielle)
I am a Black special education teacher who have taught for twenty-five almost twenty-six years.
I have taught in varying school settings—resource, self-contained, co-taught, and collaborative. I
have always enjoyed working with students with disabilities and my greatest joy is seeing their
faces light up when they ‘get the concept’. I have worked with varying general education
teachers; however, only a few times have I been in a co-teaching classroom in which the model
has been taught with fidelity.
Research Procedure for Gathering the Stories
My plan for the research included reviewing the questions for interviews, developing the
informational PowerPoint, setting up the Zoom meeting for the interviews, and preparing the
journal instructions. The participant and I met via Zoom to view an introduction to the study. At
the end of the presentation, the participant consent form was presented and dates were confirmed
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for the interviews. An explanation of the specifics for completing the journal was given. I
conducted semi-structured interviews as I, researcher, led the interviews. (Hatch, 2002) The first
interview was held via Zoom; both participants were at their perspective homes. The second
interview was held a week later; again, both participants were at their homes. Based on the
challenges with acquiring participants, I had to omit doing observations within the classroom;
however, teachers were asked to recall their experiences working with Black student with special
needs and their strategies for these learners and journal their thoughts regarding their teaching
practices for a week to capture strategies they may utilize. The journals were completed and
received the following week.
Analyzing Counterstories
The data collected for this study were counterstories from the interviews of Tameka and I
which resulted in thirteen pages of transcribed data. I analyzed the transcribed data, memos, and
the journal entries to see what themes were present. I kept a journal of my reflections for the
research as I wanted to record my thoughts for any bias or revelations that may occur as I
conducted the research. Also, with self-study, my reflections can shed light on improving my
practices. I made memos and I reviewed them as I reviewed the data on each iteration and used
inductive coding approach towards the data. An inductive coding approach develops the codes as
I analyze the data instead of predetermined codes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I looked for
similarities from both interviews, my reflections, and the journals to get meaning from the data.
My process consisted of using different color pens with each reading and dating the iterations of
the dataset. As I reviewed the stories, I began to reflect on what was being said or inferred
through the data. In addition to the research questions posed in my study, I pondered what were
these teachers saying about their experiences teaching Black, special needs children which
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resulted in those students making academic and social growth? Again as noted earlier, I was a
participant in the study, so via self-study I was actually realizing things about myself as a Black
educator.
Writing Counterstories
In writing counterstories, I had to review how the stories countered the majoritarian
narrative regarding teaching Black students with special needs. I paid close attention to
statements from the participant as well as my reflections which provided insight into how to
meet the needs of the students and what practices were identified as helpful in doing so. I
considered how to present the counter-stories as a dialogue or composite story-telling or a
combination of both. As I continued in reassessing how to present the counter-stories, I set the
stories up with a composite story with characters which personify the themes in the research. I
use authentic research data of the collected stories and my professional and personal reflections
(Bell, 1989; Yosso, 2006).
Challenge for My Research
The challenges with this research incurred due to the district I sought to obtain an IRB
from had challenges with my use of CRT in my proposal. I aimed to obtain the IRB to seek
participants for the research at a local elementary school. I had to adjust from conducting
research with interviews and observations of a few participants to interviewing a retired
colleague and a self-study. This compelled me to examine the data from a different perspective
and present the counter-stories another way than as I originally planned. In review of the
literature of counter-storytelling, I composed the counter-stories with dialogue from Tameka and
my self-study. This approach allowed me to convey the lived experiences from a literary
standpoint.
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CHAPTER 4
COUNTER STORIES
For this study I examined the lived experiences of how the participant and I taught to
meet the needs of Black special needs students in the classroom. I collected stories via
interviews, journal entries and self-reflections. This study provides stories from a retired
colleague and myself which responds to the narrative on the challenges with teaching Black
students with special needs. This study is grounded in DisCrit and the culturally
responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy defying the majoritarian narrative which portrays Black
students with special needs as unmotivated and incapable of making academic progress. Black
students with special needs are impacted psychologically by negative stereotypes and poor peer
interactions. Morgan (2020) noted Black students with special needs experience “stigmatization,
bullying, and low teacher expectation” (p.78).
For the analysis, I have chosen to create composite counter-stories with characters in
order to highlight the themes which arose from the lived experiences and examine the challenges
Black special education teachers encounter in teaching Black special needs students in the
classroom. The characters in the counter-story are not fictional, but differ from fictional
character in which they critically examine theoretical concepts. It also allows me, the researcher,
to tell the story in a creative manner (Yosso, 2006). In an attempt to maintain anonymity of the
participant I add details to the character and setting to prevent identifying the participant. As I
did a self-study, I present myself as a character in the composite-story. The themes portrayed in
the dialogue are cultural cohesiveness, collaboration, and teacher training.
The setting is at a coffee house in suburban Atlanta, Georgia not far from a local
elementary and middle school. Present at the coffee house are two Black special education
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teachers; one is about to start another academic year at the elementary school and the other has
retired from teaching (Danielle and Tameka). When reading the counter-story, the reader has to
hold any judgements and consider the story’s points as the counter-stories may confront
majoritarian narrative. Also, as you read please remember (a) the dialogue, setting, and thoughts
of the composite characters are directly from the lived experiences of the participant and my selfstudy and (b) the analysis comes at the end of each segment.
Composite Counter-Story: Motivated Students
The door opens to the sweet aroma of freshly brewed coffee and warm croissants at a
local coffee shop. In comes several people, to order varying delights and coffee to start their day.
Danielle enters and places her order for a tall coffee with Hazelnut cream and four Splenda along
with a blueberry muffin. She takes a seat by the window to await her order. Suddenly, Tameka
bursts through the door elated to get a cup of brew and a croissant. (She is excited to be newly
retired from teaching). Danielle spotted her and waved her over to come visit. Danielle
remembered her from one of their special education trainings. As Tameka takes a seat, she asks
Danielle, “How are you doing? Are you ready to start the school year?”
Danielle: I’m getting there. It’s hard getting back into the swing of things, you know, but I’m
driven each year to do more and/or do something different. I heard that you retired in the spring.
No more ‘First day of School’ jitters or butterflies in your stomach for you!
Tameka: I know, this actually feels odd not having to prepare for my little kiddos
Danielle: You know, I’ll be getting there soon. I’m looking forward to a better school year with
my students. I wonder how many diamonds in the rough I’ll have on my caseload this year? You
know, each year my caseload changes. Last year, I had 18 students on my caseload with the
majority of them Black boys. Each year I’m not sure what teachers I’ll be co-teaching with and
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as you know, not all teachers welcome us into their classrooms. You know it can get you down
in the dumps if you let it because I really want to help my kids and any kid for that matter. I
don’t allow the teachers to give me a report on my students because in my first few years I saw
how teachers gave such a poor outlook on my students and I didn’t want their views to taint my
getting to know my students.
Tameka: Yeah, I know that all too well. I worked with some good teachers and some not so
good ones. I know in the past, I did have one or two teachers who really tried to include me in
the classroom and allow me to work with my kiddos on their deficit areas, but it doesn’t happen
often.
The clerk calls Danielle’s name to pick up her order. Shortly, Tameka’s name is called. They
continue their conversation.
Danielle: You know I like co-teaching, but sometimes I prefer small group for my students
because I can work on their deficit areas in more depth and help them with building up their
confidence with their work. I have found that my students are more motivated than their former
teachers portray them to be, so as I challenge them they respond by trying harder. Once, I started
using learning games, my students really were engaged because many of them are very
competitive and it was good for auditory and tactile learners.
Tameka: Yeah, I know exactly what you mean. I ended my teaching career in a self-contained
classroom with Autism students. It was a big change from working with students with my mild
disabilities—SLD, OHI, and EBD kiddos. It required me to go into my toolbelt and even learn
from my colleagues. I motivate this group of students by challenging them to pass their last goal
and they make some progress. It’s different for them, but they try what they can which all I
expect.
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Danielle: I’m sure you did well with them also. I’m sure you don’t miss the general education
teachers who discounted your kiddos in the regular classroom. I hate to say it, but some of the
general ed teachers can be hard on our students. It’s like they don’t understand our students have
processing deficits and work a little slower. They tend to think our students just can’t do it. I
remember in a math class; the teacher made a comment about how she didn’t think her special
group (that’s what she called the Black students with special needs) would make any progress on
their year-end test.
Tameka: Oh, you know some teachers are like that. Well, as I always did, I looked over my
caseload and determined what my students would need. I had to make some adjustments these
last couple of years with being in a self-contained classroom. As you know from working with
our (Black special needs students) students, staff usually don’t think we do much in our
classrooms and that our kiddos are just coloring color sheets—as if what we do is a walk in the
park. I know our kiddos can do much more than they are given credit for.
Danielle: Yeah, I’ve heard some of the general ed teachers comment that we are glorified
‘babysitters’. They didn’t know I was nearby. I’d like to have them come to my resource room
and see how we teach our students and what we do to help them be successful. I don’t know
about you, but I’m a proponent of creating a positive classroom environment. In my classroom, I
use the motto of ‘Excellence is not an Option’ and students know we are all working on
something to improve either reading, writing, or math. My students know we are a team helping
each other. I encourage peer support because it helps strengthen the students strengths while they
help their peer with a deficit area. Many of my students have made some progress by the end of
the academic year.
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Tameka: You know that sounds a lot like what I do with my kiddos. I make sure to build them
up by allowing them to have some successes and experience success. I would do things that were
so easy (at their functional level). If it was 3rd grade student, I’d do something in 1st grade. They
didn’t know it was 1st grade. They would do that thing and get it right and make 100’s and I’d
say see. So I would build their confidence up. In their regular ed classroom, many of them
haven’t had much success and they tend to think of themselves as failures not only because of
their grades, but also the teachers’ tone when speaking with them about their work. I’ve actively
engaged my students and parents by teaching a unit on traditions which encompassed varying
cultures to include Muslim of which my parents were overly joyed to participate in and enlighten
us on the celebration of Ramadan. (I had a Muslin student one year) The student was motivated
to help his peers learn about his culture. After that class activity, the student was encouraged to
help his peers in other areas.
Danielle: I bet he was so proud of himself. You know, I had a student share with me that he
really waits for me to come to class so he can get help because his general ed teacher didn’t seem
to want to help him and she made him feel unwanted or a burden. You know the sad thing was
that sometimes, he knew how to do the work, but since his teacher made him feel like he wasn’t
capable, he wouldn’t try.
Tameka: Aww, that’s not good. The little kiddo probably just needed a little guidance or another
strategy to use.
Danielle: I know that’s what I thought. But I made sure to reassure him that I was there to help
and he can do better as long as he applies himself and step up his game. I encouraged him to
show her what he had shown me—how capable he really was! We have to make sure our (Black
special needs) have the tools needed to be successful. However, I remember another teacher who
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was the opposite because he used multiplication rap to review their math facts and this student fit
right in. He was totally different from the other general ed teacher and he used what the students
already knew to connect with the subject matter. You know I have even gone to one of my Black
ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder) student’s basketball games after school to
encourage him in sports and mentored girls in the afterschool program; all so that I can get to
know them in another setting outside of school and build a relationship with my students. You
would be amazed at how they are encouraged and motivated to learn when we’re back in the
classroom setting.
Tameka: Hey, I’ve been to a few things after school, but not much. I had my own chile’ to raise.
But I had some good general ed teachers to work with too; who worked with me and with the
students to make sure they were successful in their class. I recall when I went to pick up a few of
my students and a substitute was there and I asked for my students and she was amazed that they
received special ed services because she didn’t have any problems with them. I told them that’s
what we want for teachers to not even realize that they need assistance (special education
services).
Danielle: Oh, the substitute saw your students were able to do the classwork and she had no
behavior problems. You see, she had a misconception of how our students act and are able to do.
Tameka: Yeah, I could tell she was shocked that my kiddos could do some of the work and they
weren’t acting out with the substitute.
Danielle: You know half the battle with teaching our students is with teacher misconceptions
and our students have to always prove themselves even with a deficit. I’m always looking for
different ways to help my students and to present the content and strategies for solving problems
especially in math. I know our students learn in many ways, so I try to give them more than one
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way to solve their problems. I’m on my way now to gather a few things for the beginning of the
year. Are you in this area often? Want to meet tomorrow? I’d love to get some of your ideas for
working with our students. I’m sure you have toolbelt full of strategies.
Tameka: Sure, it just so happens that I’m not doing anything tomorrow. I’ll meet you here
tomorrow.
The first research question of what are the historical and present-day driving forces that
impact Black teachers and encourages them to motivate, engage, and challenge Black students
with special needs to progress and make academic gains was addressed in this segment. Theme
one emerges as cultural cohesiveness. The characters in this segment discuss their teaching
experiences within the general ed settings as well as within the small group or resource setting
which emphasizes the culture of their classrooms. In order to establish the classroom culture, the
teachers described building a relationship with their students as well as building up their selfconfidence. As teachers in the past made it a priority to have a good relationship with their
students, these Black special education teachers did likewise to connect with their students
(Siddle Walker, 1996). Historically and in the present, the majoritarian narrative paints the
picture of Black special education students as incapable, unintelligible, inadequate, and fall short
of the cultural standards. Yet, these teachers discuss how they work with their students to build
them up and encourage them to do their best as a means to resist the dominant narrative. The
teachers share their challenges with teacher misconceptions which often align with the dominant
narrative. In this segment the teachers share how they lessen the challenges these students
encounter as according to the theoretical framework of DisCrit, students’ are positioned at the
intersection of race, culture, gender, and disability. Likewise, Milner (2007) noted
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There was something authentic about these Black teachers. They saw their jobs and roles
as extending far beyond the hallways of the school or their classroom. They had a
mission to teach their students because they realized the risks and consequences in store
for their students if they did not teach them and if the students did not learn. An
undereducated and underprepared Black student, during a time when society neither
wanted nor expected these students to succeed, could lead to self-destruction and social
destruction (drug abuse, prison, or even death) (p.589).
For example, Danielle was able to relieve the injury incurred by the Black special needs student
when he felt unwelcomed in the regular education classroom because of his dis/ability and
seemingly, teacher bias which Danielle defused with empathy and encouragement. She
encouraged him and reassured him that she was there to help him as he helped himself by putting
forth the effort and stepping up his game so that he could be an example of a Black student with
special needs who is motivated to be successful in class. This student can develop a self-concept
where he is proud of his different and unique perspective as a means of resisting the dominant
narrative which says he cannot.
Additionally, the culturally responsive, culturally relevant, and culturally sustaining
pedagogies these teachers use included their Black students as active participants in their own
learning. The teachers aimed to celebrate their differences as opposed to criticizing their abilities.
Danielle also emphasized to her students that their dis/abilities were not unsurmountable as she
reflected on the co-teacher who helped them build on their funds of knowledge (she referred to
the use of the math rap) to overcome their challenges with multiplication facts within the regular
classroom. Likewise, Tameka spoke of teaching a unit on Muslim traditions which connected her
students with special needs’ culture to a concept and engaged them with their learning and this
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student was encouraged to help his peers. Equally important was the care with which both
teachers used to ensure the students’ confidence was built up as they cultivated a relationship
with their students. Both teachers developed a culturally cohesive or interconnectedness with
their students within their classrooms to support and keep them motivated to learn. Teachers are
scholarly and have a curriculum to implement; however, they have to determine what teaching
methods are effective for them and their students. Milner (2007) puts it plainly, “Because Black
teachers’ ways of connecting with their students were effective—yet often inconsistent with their
non-Black colleagues—these teachers’ experiences, inescapably, influenced their teaching in the
classroom with students” (p.590).
Moreover, the teachers were demonstrating tenets of warm demanders in their interaction
with their students by exhibiting warmth, care with high expectations. Both teachers cultivated a
culture in their classrooms which accentuated their students’ abilities instead of their dis/abilities.
Both, Tameka and Danielle, worked to know their students and to cultivate a positive classroom
environment/culture. They lessened the burden on Black special needs students who contend
with a system full of deficit perspectives. The tenets of the warm demanders align with the
cultural pedagogies which seeks to infuse Black students with special needs’ cultural assets into
the classroom learning experience.
As a character in this counter-story, I actually reflected on what was shared and realized
how hard I have worked and continue to work on behalf of my special needs students. I
acknowledge there still is a level of ostracism that persists regarding Black special needs
students; however, I have seen an opening, albeit marginal, whereby teachers are welcoming
them into their classrooms as viable participants motivated to learn. This theme of cultural
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cohesiveness incorporates the students’ cultural background and teacher-student relationship
which includes supporting the development of positive student self-confidence.
Composite Counter-Story: Collaboration
The next day comes and the setting opens at the same coffee shop in the suburb of
Atlanta, GA. Tameka and Danielle are scheduled to meet to continue their discussion. Danielle
wants to ‘pick Tameka’s brain’ for new or different ideas on teaching Black special needs
students. Danielle arrives at the coffee shop at her usual time today, but this time she had a pen
and pad in her oversized purse. She was prepared to jot down any of the ideas and strategies
Tameka had to offer. Danielle orders her regular tall coffee and blueberry muffin. Tameka comes
in shortly afterwards and orders a coffee and a bagel with cream cheese. Danielle had just taken
her seat to await her order when Tameka came in.
Tameka: Hey Danielle you already here. You know after we finished our conversation
yesterday, I got to thinking of the different students I’ve had over the years and the strategies I
could share with you. I reflected on the time in our district we started having quite a few
Hispanics moving into the neighborhoods. I really didn’t know how to meet their needs except to
do what I normally do which is to start with their disability. I knew a little Spanish, but I wasn’t
fluent to carry on a conversation.
Danielle: You know, I remember that year. We had to attend a PD (professional development) at
the beginning of the year.
Tameka: Yeah, I remember that. The district gave us training we could actually use. I learned a
lot at that training on their culture especially how the young boys view women. This helped me
with a few boys who challenged me in the classroom, but they never challenged the male
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teachers. I also remember many of the teachers were glad to get the training and talk with other
teachers about what they were doing in their classrooms.
Danielle: I did too. That PD was very informative. You know it’s interesting that we receive
training to help us with teaching Hispanics, but we don’t receive training for teaching Black
students with special needs. You know not all Black people are the same.
Tameka: Well, they (central office administration) figure we already know how to teach our
own, since we are Black. Ah, yeah! But you know they don’t think our students (Black special
education students) will do much anyways except end up working in some low-paying job,
living at home with their mom, or selling ‘drugs’ on the streets.
Danielle: Or maybe they don’t think our (Black special ed students) are worth it. I mean look at
how we have to reach out to other people and places to support what we do in the classroom
because we don’t have enough resources. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve had to make or
buy resources to help my students in my small group setting because we weren’t provided all that
our regular ed colleagues received—not even the TE’s for the same content we’re supposed to
teach to our students. Ugh!
Tameka: You know you’re right! I’ve had to make it do what it do! At times, I would reach out
to teacher colleagues and request help with certain students or challenges I wasn’t accustomed
to. Like when I called Sandra and talked to her because I remember Sandra had worked with
ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder) students. I even reached out to family and friends to help me
teach my students; not to mention, reflection on my own upbringing to guide me. I had to adjust
my behavior to fit them. You know you have to sit down, Johnny (she speaks sternly). When a
Black student challenges me, I had to shift in how I talk to them. You have to meet them where
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they’re at and I adjust my way of interacting with them so they understand where I am coming
from.
Danielle: I know what you mean. Over the years, I’ve had a few teachers whom I worked well
within the co-taught setting. They were willing to learn from what I used with the Black special
needs students and I learned a lot from her on how to teach the content. It was a good team effort
and all of the students benefitted because I was able to work with any student who needed the
help with a different strategy or more practice on a concept. It was they (general education
teachers) who brought the content piece and I brought the strategies and they merged well; they
marry well.
Tameka: What you say…I had some really good teachers and parents who were
supportive in the co-taught classroom. I had all kinds of good teachers. They helped build my
skills… the difference between them and me working together as one entity. We (general
education teacher and I) worked that thing together and that student had no choice but to do well.
And then the parents were different (back then); they were like whatever you need me to do and
they did it. We had all of those wonderful parents. They really were parenting kids and so the
kids didn’t have all those emotional issues and so all that together worked well. was how do
Black teachers describe their experience of working with elementary Black students with special
needs? The participants had similar descriptions of their experiences with their students and their
parents. As theme one addressed research question one, it also speaks to the experiences teachers
had with their students as well. Tameka referred to her own experiences with family and friends
when working with students with similar behavior; “I remember my own family upbringing and
some of the challenges we dealt with as a minority family.” Also, Danielle saw a reference to
being connected to the students and their parents as Tameka saw similarities with her own family
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and friends. This connectedness stems from building a relationship with the students and
referencing her own culture of having a no, nonsense stance, yet considerate and compassionate
approach to learning. This connects with culturally responsive teaching and culturally relevant
pedagogy in recognizing the existing strengths the students bring to the classroom and build
upon them (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Gay, 2000). Black teachers bring what they have learned
from their formal education, but they also bring their cultural background which transcends and
supplements their formal education (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Paris & Alim, 2017).
This is evident when Tameka referred to her instincts which she employs to build relationships
with her students; it was not something she was taught to do, but she automatically knew to build
relationships. Tameka’s culturally relevant experiences provided insight on how to address
situations in the classroom with Black special needs students.
Along with relying on their teacher experiences, theme two emerges as collaboration in
which the teachers share how they relied on the assistance of other staff and their students’
parents to support teaching Black special needs students. I noted, teachers who really received
special education teachers in their classrooms for collaborative teaching tended to use the
strategies modeled with special needs children and it had shown to be effective with those
students. “Because what it was they (general education teachers) brought the content piece and I
brought the strategies and they merged well; they marry well.” The collaboration theme denotes
the need for teachers to come together with their perspective expertise and adapt or adjust where
needed to meet the needs of the students in their classroom. Tameka acknowledged seeking the
assistance of former teacher colleagues to work with students she wasn’t familiar with (e.g.
Autism Spectrum Disorder-ASD). “I called Sandra and I talked to her because I remember
Sandra had worked with ASD students.” Tameka pulled on her human resources to learn about
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the student population she was about to work which could give her insight on how to meet their
needs.
As both, Danielle and Tameka, reported on their challenges with adequate resources, to
include inadequate training, this reinforces the need to address the inequities with resources
prevalent for teachers teaching Black special needs students. A DisCrit tenet of the proprietary of
Whiteness and ability is advantageous for White middle-class people labeled with a disability;
however, as evidenced from the lived experiences of Danielle and Tameka, resources are limited
when teaching Black special needs. This demonstrates the inequities often experienced by this
group of special needs students. Also, both teachers collaborated with their students, parents,
other staff, administrators, and central office staff (who was a parent) to mitigate the challenges
they confronted in their classrooms.
Composite Counter-Story: Where’s the training?
The setting is now at Jones’ Deli across the street from the coffee shop in the suburb of
Atlanta, GA near an elementary and middle school. Danielle and Tameka have agreed to
continue their discussion this afternoon. Danielle reminded Tameka that she really wants to hear
her ideas. Tameka enters the deli and orders a Rueben sandwich with tomato soup. Danielle
arrives a few minutes later. She orders her lunch of chicken tortilla soup and a grilled cheese
sandwich. They find a table to while they await their food.
Tameka: You know I have really enjoyed our talks yesterday and today.
Danielle: I have too. It has made me reflect on how much has changed, but also how much still
remains the same. I mean when I came into teaching years ago I really saw where I can make a
difference with my students; using what I learned in school and my own experiences have been
my guiding posts for teaching. Yet, there still remains more of our Black and brown students
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being identified with a disability than their White counterparts. Along with that have been little
increase in the level of resources available for us to use with our students not to mention little to
no training.
Tameka: I know what you mean. As we discussed yesterday, the district helped somewhat. They
provided training for an increase in Hispanics in the community. At my new district, they did
provide new teacher training and so I got to see what I was going to be dealing with in my
classroom. The training wasn’t enough and I relied on additional resources to help prepare me
for my special need students. I knew people who had already done it so I leaned on them and I
had great paraprofessionals and so I kinda leaned on them and I just kinda went with it.
Danielle: Could you train other nationalities to teach Black special need students?
Tameka: It would be challenging. Although I could provide a teacher training on the skills I use
with Black special needs students; there are some things that are innate. I was always a teacher
who kinda worked off of instinct, so I would just use what came to my head you know.
Danielle: I recall a White general education teacher wondered how I was able to get a particular
student engaged and doing his work. I shared background information regarding this student’s
kinesthetic learning style and enhanced listening comprehension ability with her and using this
information, she was better able to understand the student and adjust her teaching to meet his
learning style. This teacher adjusting her lesson was instrumental in engaging this particular
student.
Tameka: You know we didn’t get any training on how to teach Autistic or students with severe
behaviors or anything else for that matter, except for the PD Hispanic culture.
Danielle: Yeah, because I remember back to my interactions with one Black student at the start
of the day who was agitated and unwilling to comply with morning activity. I understood that
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sometimes I have to meet the basic needs of my students like a breakfast or a mid-morning snack
before I can teach them. In this instance, after probing the student, I gathered that he was unable
or unwilling to participate in class because he simply hadn’t eaten that morning and couldn’t
concentrate and I asked the cafeteria worker for a breakfast for him. He was so grateful and from
that point forward we connected and he would attempt his classwork; he realized that I would
help him with his classwork and if he was hungry and needed a snack.
Tameka: I was thinking about this when I was at my last school. Um doing the self-contained
thing. We were outside and there was this 1 little boy, he was a Black boy and he was cutting up
and he had this young little White teacher and she couldn’t hardly deal with him. And I watched
and it was about 4 of us-ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder) teachers.
Danielle: What did you do, Tameka?
Tameka: I kept looking and they kept looking and she looked like she needed some help. I know
of him and I would speak to him cause he had a lot of torn raggedy clothes and you could tell he
wasn’t kept well… I went up to her she knew who I was and I looked at her…I looked at her and
I said let me have him. And so he looked at me and he had a look like I don’t know if I want to
try her. So I grabbed him by the hand and I said come walk with me, come walk with me and so
he came and I said when I got out of earshot cause I know a lot of White teachers don’t
understand so when I got out of earshot I said I got in my pocket, I always have on an apron with
pockets cause I work with ASD and so you always have treats to give all the time. I said are you
hungry. He said yeah, I said I have treats in my pockets. So I pulled out one and gave it to him.
He was eating it and so I asked him what’s going on? Why are you having a hard time? He said,
well she don’t know. I said, is she making you mad? He said, yeah! Well, you want me to go
over there and beat her up? He started laughing and said, yeah! I didn’t just get in his face. I
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understood he was already there cause you can kinda look at him and you could tell he was
already from 0 to 100. And he just wasn’t responding to her. So I was like my Black self need to
go over and talk to his Black self and we get an understanding.
Danielle: Yeah, I reflected on my own experiences as a Black child, I remembered having to
make sure I arrived at school in time for breakfast when I didn’t get to eat at home; it made a
difference in how I interacted or paid attention in class. I had a teacher who kept snacks in her
drawer for students also. I remember attending school took precedent over hunger, not to
mention I received free reduced breakfast. My personal experiences as a young Black student
provided me a reference point to connect to this particular Black student. Someone said, “a
student doesn’t care what you know, until they know you care.” I believe it was John Maxwell.
Tameka: Yeah, you might be right. I just know we had to use all that we had in our toolbelt to
make sure our kiddos made progress. We have to use what our students already know…
Danielle: I know that’s right, I mean it’s like that sometimes when you can look at a student and
discern what to do and what not to do. Our students come with knowledge we can build on, but
we’ve got to pull it out of them. We have so many stories we can tell of how we’ve navigated the
waters in special ed. I really have been listening to hear how you taught your students. I’ve even
jotted down some notes. This is what I heard that you collaborated with other teachers, staff,
parents and your students; you bought and made some of what you used in the classroom to
support your students; you made your students feel welcomed in your classroom by supporting
them and building up their confidence; and you most importantly built a relationship with your
students.
Tameka: That sounds right. I have worked with mostly with elementary students, but some older
ones as well and they can a challenge. But you know it’s in the upper grades where you really
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see that our students can be very discouraged or get off track. I had a Black down syndrome high
school boy whom I had been working with in preparing for beyond high school. I had to help
him see that he had to adjust his thinking and behavior in the work setting. We set expectations
up for the classroom/school and for the work sites. We role played what we could and could not
do in each environment. He made the adjustments because he wanted to move out of his mom’s
house someday. He went on to the next program which placed him in a Chic-fil-a. But initially
he tended to mimic his relatives who engaged in ‘street life’ behavior.
Danielle: I’m sure he doesn’t know that certain people (White people especially) already think
he’s going to end up on the streets doing something illegal anyway.
Tameka: Probably not…
Danielle: I remember a Black Autistic elementary student who had adaptive behavior challenges;
he didn’t understand nor engage in social interactions dealing with humor. The student didn’t
know how to respond to social cues involving humor in the classroom setting; he would get upset
and/or irritated with a student or staff sharing humor. His mom shared he does it at home as well.
I realized his behavior changed throughout the year with role modeling and student-teacher
interaction; by the year’s end, he was able to recognize when student or staff used humor and
participated briefly before reengaging in his assignment. In either case, we were not provided
ongoing training for teaching our students which would have been good for those who are just
starting to teach.
The third question of how do Black teachers develop culturally responsive/relevant/and
sustaining pedagogy to foster success among Black students with special needs was answered
throughout the segments. Theme three emerges a teacher training. Tameka and Danielle shared
their experiences which included receiving culturally training; however, it was limited and often
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not applicable in the classroom. Teacher training which evolves with the current trend in the
communities is warranted. Culturally relevant teacher training should be ongoing and evolving to
align with the nuance changes which may occur in culturally rich environments as noted in
culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris & Alim, 2017). The dynamics of students and their
families are ever evolving, and teachers have to be cognizant of these changes via teacher
trainings to adjust their teaching accordingly.
As with the tenet of DisCrit, Danielle and Tameka, shared the challenges they have with
dealing with stereotypes for Black students as well as how they respond to their students’
disabilities to develop them and not dehumanize them. They understood the challenges their
students encountered because it was evident in their classroom of which they were able to create
a safe space to encourage them and build up their self-confidence.
Moreover, the care with which they used with their students to foster a positive
environment for them to grow supports the tenet of warm demanders. Equally important is how
Tameka and Danielle allowed their students to expand beyond and resist the majoritarian
narrative which deems them incapable and highly unlikely to be successful. In either case, both
teachers lived experiences did note more training to address these challenges in particular was
needed.
Conclusion
To sum up the analysis, the counter-stories obtained in this research study presented lived
experiences of two Black teachers who successfully taught Black special need students. Their
experiences reveal their interactions with their students have been riddled with challenges they
had to overcome—limited resources, inadequate training, and teacher bias. There were a few
themes that emerged: cultural cohesiveness, collaboration, and teacher training which addressed
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the research questions. These teachers convey their experiences with not only their students, but
also other teachers, staff, parents, administrators, and central office staff which provided the
assistance in helping them mitigate the challenges they encountered while teaching Black
students with disabilities. The Black teacher counter-stories reveal how they navigated teaching
their Black special needs students in spite of the inequities, low expectations, and unfair
treatment their students faced because of being Black and disabled.
As self-study was conducted, I reflected on the study and my practices with teaching
Black special needs students. In light of my reflections, I am mindful of the injuries Black
special education students incur at the hands of their teachers, staff, peers. More importantly, I
consider how those injuries can persist unless someone/teacher comes by to bind up the wounds
and support them with developing a positive self-concept. I believe more teacher reflections are
warranted to ensure we (Black teachers) continue to grow, share our experiences, and explore
ways to help Black special needs students receive an equitable and quality education.
The themes reveal strategies or behaviors teachers can use when teaching Black special
need students; these strategies/behaviors are fluid and used simultaneously like teacher care,
empathy, stern, authoritative, but inviting and open to change. The lived experiences provided
insight into strategies and dispositions teachers can have which build up and empower students
to be involved and active in their learning. Notably, both teachers notate the demographic
changes that occurred with the special need population to include more Hispanic students being
identified for special education services; however, these teachers continued to use culturally rich
teaching methods to ensure their new students received a quality education. The themes which
emerged from the data are interconnected and have a perpetual flow amongst each other while
also adaptive to the changing student population. As Ladson-Billings (1995) noted, teacher-
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student interactions were fluid and equitable” (p.163) to allow them to learn from their students.
See figure four below. These teachers shared their lived experiences which indicate how Black
and brown students with special needs continue to require teacher guidance and assistance in
maneuvering the stereotypes which posit them as unable, unqualified, and unmotivated to learn.

Cultural Cohesiveness

Collaboration

Teacher Training

•Classroom Culture: I have found that my students are

• We worked that thing together and that
student had no choice but to do well
(Tameka)
• When students know that you genuinely
care for them, they’ll work for you and
get engaged in the class activity (my
reflection)

• I knew people who had already done it so
I leaned on them and I had great paras
and so I kinda leaned on them and I just
kinda went with it (Tameka)
• We had a big PD and they talked about
Hispanic students and how to work with
them and who they were culturally and
stuff like that (Tameka)

more motivated than their former teachers portray them to
be, so as I challenge them they respond by trying harder (my
reflection)
• When I started getting more black students, I knew I had to
adjust my behavior to fit them… I had to shift in how I talked
to them (Tameka)

• Relationship building: The student was motivated to
help his peers learn about his culture. (Tameka)

•Confidence building: I know one thing that stood out
for me was that—confidence, when you build up their (black
students with disabilities) confidence level. (my reflection)

Figure 4 Data Flowchart
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
Introduction
When I considered a topic to research, I wanted to examine how Black special education
teachers teach Black special needs students. I wanted to explore the perspectives and strategies
Black teachers use and what is available for them to use to improve Black special needs students’
academic progress. This study used a qualitative research design with a retired Black female
teacher and my self-study with over twenty years of experience. The following questions guided
the research: (a) What are the historical and present-day driving forces that impact Black
teachers and encourages them to motivate, engage, and challenge Black students to progress and
make academic gains? (b) How do Black teachers describe their experience of working with
elementary Black students with special needs? (c) How do Black teachers develop culturally
responsive/relevant/and sustaining pedagogy to foster success among Black students with special
needs? The purpose of the semi-structured interviews was to hear the voices and the perspectives
of the participant and myself because our voices regarding the strategies we use in working with
Black special need students are limited and often go unheard. I kept a journal of my ideas for the
research in order to record my thoughts. The importance of embracing Black students’ culture,
building relationships with them, and building their self-confidence was prevalent in the shared
lived experiences of the participants. Contrary to the majoritarian narrative which depicts Black
special needs children as inadequate and incapable of making adequate academic progress.
As I speculate regarding the counterstories, I build upon the works of Disability Critical
Race Theory (DisCrit) of (Annamma, Connor, & Ferri, 2013, 2018; Baglieri, 2016) to examine
the challenges of intersectionality on Black students with special needs. As I consider the Black
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students with special needs culture as a part of a culturally relevant, culturally responsive, and
culturally sustaining classroom, I extend the works of (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Gay, 2000; Paris
& Alim 2017). I build upon the works of (Kleinfeld, 1989; Irvine & Fraser, 1998) as I ponder the
use of warm demanders as a teacher strategy for supporting the learning of Black students with
special needs. As I analyze the lived experiences of the Black retired special education
participant and my self-study, I want to initiate a discussion on the importance of exploring
alternate teacher strategies which can provide a more equitable and socially just education for
Black students with special needs which contributes to their growth emotionally, socially and
academically.
I used critical race narrative, particularly counterstories, as methodology in my
dissertation (Gutiérrez-Jones’, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Yosso, 2006; also, He & Ross,
2012; He, Ross, & Seay, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) to explore the often-silenced stories
of two Black special education teachers, participant and myself, in an effort to highlight our
value and subsequent contribution to educating Black students with special needs.
Findings Discussion
Three major findings have emerged from my dissertation study: (1) Counterstories told
by Black special education teachers about Black elementary students with special needs counter
the majoritarian narratives which portray them as unmotivated underachievers who are inferior to
peers and incapable of learning; (2) There is a demand for all teachers to have culturally
responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy training in order to raise their critical sociopolitical
consciousness, develop their cultural competences, and validate their students’ funds of
knowledge and (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005) their own in order to combat and diminish
inequitable social practices perpetuated by the master narrative which sanctions Black students
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with special needs as a burden to schools and societies; and (3) There is a need to develop a
culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy for Black students with special needs where
teachers, students, parents, staff, administrators, and policy makers work together to provide
adequate resources to mitigate the challenges Black students confront and create equal
opportunities for all to reach their highest potential (Siddle-Walker, 1996).
Counterstories told by Black special education teachers about Black elementary students
with special needs counter the majoritarian narratives which portray them as unmotivated
underachievers who are inferior to peers and incapable of learning. (Finding 1) Contrary to the
dominant narrative which positions Black students with special needs as lazy and less than their
peers, the Black special education teacher counterstories revealed their students required
classroom environments which are culturally cohesive and interconnected to support their
academic progress. Both teachers stressed the significance of building a relationship with their
students as well as supporting the development of a positive self-concept. In culturally relevant
pedagogy, Ladson-Billings (1995) posits teachers allow learning experiences in the classroom to
allow Black students to express their voices and obtain meaning from their perspectives.
Teachers who use a culturally inclusive approach; maintain high teacher expectations; and
validate students’ culture align with culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billing, 1995).
Tameka expressed giving her students an opportunity to express themselves and incorporated
their culture into her classroom activities. Tameka journal entry: I taught a unit on traditions
which encompassed varying cultures to include Muslim of which my parents were overly joyed
to participate and educate them on the celebration of Ramadan. This activity not only met the
needs of the student to maintain a positive self-identity, but it also strengthened a relationship of
student to teacher as well as teacher to parents. According to (Volman & ‘t Gilde, 2021),
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students bring their lived experiences with them into the classrooms which benefits their
learning. When Tameka included the culture of the Muslim student, she used his “culture as a
vehicle to his learning” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 161). The student’s cultural competence was
utilized as a bridge to connect him to the concepts being taught in class as well as validating his
self-identity and this aligns with the tenets of culturally relevant pedagogy. Culturally relevant
teachers tend to challenge their students to critique their world and become critical change
agents.
Additionally, in response the majoritarian narrative of Black students being
underachievers, culturally responsive teaching acknowledges the use of ethnic frames of
references further validates and empowers Black students as viable contributors to the class
discourse. Gay (2000) I remembered how when I incorporated the culture of my Black special
needs students into my classwork, the students became more involved and it was a “point of
reference” for them to understand the concept. As previously stated, in a co-taught class, I
reflected on how the general education teacher used multiplication rap to practice math facts and
Black special needs students were engaged with the activity and learned some of their math facts.
This aligns with culturally responsive teaching as it validates and acknowledges the richness of
the students’ culture as well as builds a bridge from school to home with the student using a
different learning style. It also empowers and builds confidence in the student; “students have to
believe they can succeed in learning tasks and be willing to pursue success relentlessly until
mastery is obtained” (Gay, 2000, p.32).
Moreover, to refute the dominant narrative which says Black students are incapable of
learning, Paris and Alim (2017) posits culturally sustaining pedagogy necessitates teachers
making adjustments in the strategies they implement to meet learning needs of the Black students
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and sustain the cultural changes occurring within their communities. The example of using HipHop or Rap math facts in the classroom activity demonstrated how that teacher adjusted to the
evolution of the music trend in the community. This teacher was able to remain relevant to his
students by updating his lesson to mirror the current genre of music in the community. Due to
this, the teacher linked the school environment with the community they serve. With culturally
sustaining pedagogy teachers who incorporate activities which represent real and relevant topics
from the student’s community have a positive impact on the students and can counter the
dominant narrative reflected in school practices (Paris & Alim, 2017).
As Disability critical race theory (DisCrit) was the theoretical framework for this study, I
believe the research “talks back” to current misconceptions advanced by majoritarian narratives
about teaching Black special need students. DisCrit considers the qualities students enter the
classroom which are valuable resources which also lines up with the funds of knowledge
teachers should use in teaching Black students with special needs (González, Moll, & Amanti,
2005; Annamma, Ferri, and Connor, 2018). Although many Black students in urban communities
had limited resources, Black teachers were resilient in bridging the gap to ensure their students
received a quality education. Black teachers had a sense of responsibility to give Black children a
quality education as did so many Black teachers before them (Foster, 1997; Ladson-Billings,
2009; Siddle Walker & Snarey, 2004; Siddle Walker, 1996).
There is a demand for all teachers to have culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining
pedagogy training in order to raise their critical sociopolitical consciousness, develop their
cultural competences, and validate their students’ funds of knowledge (González, Moll, &
Amanti, 2005) their own in order to combat and diminish inequitable social practices perpetuated
by the master narrative which sanctions Black students with special needs as a burden to schools
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and societies. (Finding 2) Teachers need training to understand the necessity of extending
themselves beyond the classroom; how to interact with students in the community. The Black
teachers noted their interactions with their students extended beyond the school building. A
Black ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder) student had challenges with staying on
task to complete his work; however, he had potential in basketball and played on the team. I
shared attending the basketball game for this student and this built a relationship of respect with
him and his family. This afterschool teacher-student interaction built a bridge from school to
home for him and he was willing to attempt the work and be engaged by asking questions for
clarity. In addition to aligning with the culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy, this
aligns with teacher’s use of one of the tenets of warm demanders to include getting to know the
student beyond the classroom setting; now the teacher has become a part of his community. A
teacher training on various culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining strategies would develop
teachers’ cultural competences to understand ways of encouraging, motivating, and developing
their Black students with special needs self-concepts and expand their socio-political
consciousness. Both teachers shared the trainings were beneficial in teaching students with
disabilities; this allowed teachers another layer of understanding how to teach students in lieu of
their deficit areas. While both teachers noted training was provided, it was not enough given the
different students they received in their classrooms.
Teacher training which acknowledges the funds of knowledge Black students with
special needs bring with them to school would offer teachers insight into the skillsets they
already have which provides a foundation to build upon. For instance, González, Moll, and
Amanti (2005) noted, “Funds of knowledge represents a positive (and, we argue, realistic) view
of households as containing ample cultural and cognitive resources with great potential utility for
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classroom instruction” (p.75). What those students bring to the classroom can be used to bridge
the gap in their learning. Cultural theorists, Ladson-Billings (1995), Gay (2000), and Paris &
Alim (2017) provide insight on how culture can be interconnected within the classroom to
provide support in engaging Black students which substantiates the cultural training for teachers.
Contrary to majoritarian narratives which asserts a deficit approach, these theorists posit an asset
approach to teaching Black students in which their languages, cultures, and identities are
resources for their learning as Tameka and I noted when we incorporated our students’ funds of
knowledge as a platform to build new information upon.
There is a need to develop a culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy for Black
students with special needs where teachers, students, parents, staff, administrators, and policy
makers work together to provide adequate resources to mitigate the challenges Black students
confront and create equal opportunities for all to reach their highest potential (Siddle-Walker,
1996). (Finding 3) Collaborating with teachers, staff, parents, and student to create a culturally
responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy is beneficial for Black students with disabilities to
develop a healthy, positive self-confidence.
Collaboration with parents who worked with the teachers assisted in building a
relationship with the Black special needs student and forming an understanding of the student
and his culture (Ladson-Billings, 1995, Gay, 2000, & Paris & Alim, 2017). In parent
collaboration, I reflected on enlisting the help of an Autistic student’s mom to gather more
information on teaching this ASD student; also, Tameka reflected on the support her parents
gave her to teach her students. Teacher collaboration was used to connect with the parents as
resources in order to meet the needs of our Black special needs students.
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Teacher and staff collaboration were noted in the theme of collaboration when teaching
Black special need students. I recognized the general education teacher in the co-taught class
used one of the strategies I modeled of building a rapport with the special needs children and she
experienced progress with the students. I realized that the general education bought the content
and I brought the strategies and the two “married well”. Teacher collaboration affords teachers
the opportunity to enhance their skills when teaching Black special need students. In this teacher
collaboration, I modeled for the general education teacher how to build relationship with the
students by learning about the student in order to engage them which aligns with one of the
tenets of warm demanders. Tameka noted she reached out for assistance from other staff to assist
her with student challenges and to learn about her students to engage them in the classroom.
Other staff in the building like: paraprofessionals and instructional coaches who provide an
additional layer of support to our Black students with special needs could use the culturally
enriched training also.
Student collaboration was also noted in the theme of collaboration. Tameka shared her
experiences with a Black down syndrome high school boy. She assisted him with preparation for
beyond school and transitioning to the workforce. I denote working with a Black autistic student
with an adaptive behavior challenge; he was modeled appropriate responses to humor and
assisted how to respond to social cues with his peers involving humor in the classroom. Also, I
encouraged the student to put forth more effort in order to make progress. Teachers exhibiting
personal warmth and care communicated verbally and nonverbally, demanding, culturally
inviting with high expectations align with the tenets of warm demanders.
School administrators could benefit from culturally enriched training on how to support
teachers in the classroom by furthering collaboration amongst teachers. Both Tameka and I
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shared how our administrators relied on our cultural background insofar as which Black students
with special needs were assigned to our caseloads. The culturally enriched training can provide
understanding of how to match general education teachers with special education teachers based
on their strengths. Then, they can offer common planning time or designated professional days
so they can strategize how to serve their Black students with special needs. They can encourage
teams to expand their lessons by implementing new culturally enriched strategies.. Furthermore,
administrators can reimagine their schools by implementing school-wide “cultural competences
to ensure that students remain firmly grounded in their culture of origin (and learn it well) while
acquiring knowledge and skill in at least one additional culture (Paris & Alim, 2017, p. 145).
Policy makers at central office could benefit from culturally enriched training on how to
support their buildings by connecting with resources within the communities. They can build
relationships by partnering with businesses which can teach the students as well as other
personnel on acceptance and inclusion within schools. Ultimately, central office personnel
(school districts) can adopt a culturally enriched position of commitment to culturally sustained
asset-based pedagogies that form alliances with businesses and organizations which “support
positive identities, resilience, and critical analyses of institutional policies and practices that
serve as sources of disenfranchisement” (Paris & Alim, 2017, p.269).
As this was also a self-study, my teacher reflections allowed me to delve into a selfexamination of my own practices. I realized how my colleague and I did similar things like:
create a positive classroom culture, accentuate the positive in our students, build on our students’
abilities (strengths), and offer empathy and encouragement. I ask myself, do we do this because
of own cultural background? How is it that we did some of the same strategies and used similar
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teacher behaviors? Yet we didn’t attend the same college, we weren’t raised in the same home or
even in the same neighborhood, but we taught our Black special needs students in many similar
ways. I would agree with Ladson-Billings (1995), Gay (2000), and Paris & Alim (2017) that
culturally rich teaching honors students’ of color humanity and dignity; this type of teaching has
endured and been taught over the years to produce Black teachers who in turn have internalized
this mindset to use it in present day classrooms. Other practices, such as the use of warm
demanders, have been added to augment strategies which have shown to be beneficial for Black
students with special needs.

Conclusion
The experiential knowledge of the Black special education teachers in this study provided
invaluable insight for teaching Black special need students. The findings in this study offer
additional vital information on the counterstories which counter the majoritarian narratives that
negatively portray Black students with special needs. The demand for culturally
responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy training for teachers to raise their cultural competences
and validate their students’ funds of knowledge and the need for a culturally
responsive/relevant/sustaining pedagogy for Black students with special needs where teachers,
students, staff, parents, administrators, and policy makers, work together to provide adequate
resources and create equal opportunities for all to make academic progress. Disability critical
race theory is useful to examine the intersectionality of issues that impact Black students with
special needs’ achievement and/or the lack thereof and ascertain how to make changes to provide
equal access and a quality education for students of color (Tyson, 2006). Teachers who are
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informed and trained with practices from a disability critical race theory lens can offer an
understanding of the challenges Black special need students confront daily. Seemingly as our
communities continue to change and more Black students are identified with academic, social,
and behavioral challenges, teachers and staff will have to embrace strategies which can equalize
the playing field and disrupt current educational practices which marginalize these children
(Erevelles, 2005). Training for school administrators and central office personnel can take a page
from yesteryear in which teachers, staff, and administrators developed a familial environment
within their schools with a collective desire “for each child to reach his or her highest potential”
(Siddle Walker, 1996, p.151). Conclusively, teacher training of culturally relevant practices can
change the narrative within schools of how Black children with disabilities learn and write
differences into the knowledge tapestry taught in schools to produce a diversity-rich
environment.
Limitations and Delimitations for the Study
There were a few limitations which impacted the findings of this study. One limitation
was the challenges with accessing Black teachers in my school district. This limited my ability to
hear the voices of Black teachers with a general education background who may provide a
different perspective on teaching Black special need students. Another limitation was obtaining
student documents of their academic performance which can provide another level of
understanding of the impact teachers using warm demanders had on their progress. Along with
limitations, there was were delimiting circumstances that impacted the study.
One delimiting factor was focusing primarily on Black students. While Black students
predominately are characterized as special need students, Hispanic, Asian, and Indian students
are also being identified with a dis/ability. The demographics for the school district had a
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substantial number of Black and brown students categorized with a dis/ability. For future
research, research can use Black and brown students as a subgroup for a study.
Another delimiting factor was the teachers primarily taught elementary aged Black
special need students. Teachers who teach Black and brown students in middle and high school
may have a different perspective in the use of warm demanders with teaching special needs
students. The narratives from middle and high school teachers may align with a different tenet in
DisCrit. However, I believe the similar findings may arise when exploring use of a cultural
approach.
Implications
Theoretical implications
This research study was guided by exploring teachers who use culturally inclusive
practices that are culturally relevant, culturally responsive, and culturally sustaining which
engage diverse students. This study provided lived experiences of Black special education
teachers who highlighted the cultural practices which benefited Black special needs children.
The use of critical race narrative inquiry allowed a platform for the voices of Black special
education teachers to be heard. The teachers’ perspectives provided insight into how to mitigate
the challenges Black special need students may encounter. Due to methodological challenges, a
self-study was used and this provided me with a deeper understanding of what I do and how
another teacher was equipped to use similar strategies.
Additionally, the results indicated teachers using warm demanders can be an approach for
teachers to use to augment their lessons to engage and inspire their Black special needs students.
The DisCrit theoretical framework was used for this study focusing on the second tenet of
multidimensional identities Black special need students construct. Black special need students
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have to navigate the social construction of their identity with respect to race, dis/ability, and
gender and teachers use of warm demanders can assist them in a positive identity construction.
Teachers can use funds of knowledge as an integral part of getting to know and building a
relationship with their students. Teacher pedagogy which uncovers and draws on student funds
of knowledge can benefit their learning (Volman & ‘t Gilde, 2021). Students do not enter
classrooms with a blank slate and the funds of knowledge students bring to class can be vital in
the learning process of Black students with disabilities; as this knowledge can provide insight for
teachers into their strengths irrespective of their deficits. Thus funds of knowledge along with
teacher use of warm demanders can be a bridge over the gaps in their learning which helps them
to make progress in the classroom. The social interactions students have in their homes with their
parents, siblings, extended families, neighbors, church members, and community provide them
with funds of knowledge which teachers can utilize in the context of their classrooms; it can
provide a point of reference for some students and connect school to home (Volman & ‘t Gilde,
2021).
Teacher implications
The implication of the findings of this research for teachers impact the level of academic
progress Black special need students. Teachers using warm demanders can positively influence
the construction of Black special need students’ self-identities and how they are engaged in their
classrooms. Furthermore, teachers will be equipped to include and embrace varying cultures into
their curriculum and make the learning environment accessible for Black students with
disabilities.
Teachers can receive training which broadens their awareness and understanding of the
Black students with special needs they have in their classrooms. The training must be consistent
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and culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining to the changing communities they support. Too
often training is offered at the beginning and/or end of the school year with limited support
throughout the year which would allow teachers to get feedback on their execution.
Additionally, teacher training on funds of knowledge can provide teachers insight on how
to build on what students bring to the classroom. Training which provided teachers how to build
a relationship with not only their students, but also the students’ parents can offer them an
understanding of what contributes to their learning to better prepare effective lessons. Teacher
training which cites the effectiveness funds of knowledge can be in building self-confidence in
students, teacher openness, and a positive environment can be beneficial for veteran and novice
teachers alike (Volman & ‘t Gilde, 2021).
Future research
This research examined the lived experiences of two Black special need teachers. Future
research can explore the lived experiences of Black general education teachers and their
interactions with Black students with disabilities. What do they perceive are challenges with
educating this population and how those challenges can be resolved? I would also consider
teachers who teach the arts—music, art, PE as well because they see them in a different capacity
because of the content they teach.
A researcher could also consider shadowing a co-taught team of general education and
special education teachers. They could examine if their approaches mirror or complement each
other when instructing Black students with disabilities. The research study could examine their
formal and informal assessments over the span of the year study to monitor the academic growth
of the students. Additionally, this research could be extended to examine the intersection of the
lived experiences of Black students with special needs in the co-taught classroom. The counter
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stories of students with disabilities can give voice to and reveal their culture more positively than
is portrayed by the perception of their able-bodied counterparts. The research literature addresses
the tendency for education to oppress and marginalize Black students (Delgado & Stefancic,
2017; Yosso & Solórzano, 2002) to include special need students; however, future research
could explore current practices being implemented to diminish Black students’ academic
progress.
Summary
In summary, this qualitative study explored a culturally responsive/relevant/sustaining
approach to teaching Black special need students. The theoretical framework used in this study,
DisCrit- tenet two, focused on the multidimensionality of identity construction for Black special
need students and the impact on their progress. The examination of the culturally relevant
approach, warm demander, provided awareness and understanding of the viability of using this
approach with Black students with special needs as it has been used with other minority students
(Kleinfeld, 1975). From the lived experiences of the teacher participant and myself in this study,
we agree with Ladson-Billings (1995) and Gay (2000) in which teacher student relationship is an
integral part of student educational experiences.
I believe the research affirmed the cultural capital Black teachers bring to the classroom
can mitigate the challenges of Black students with special needs have in making academic
progress. It is my hope that the stories told by two Black special education teachers, participant
and myself, which describe our lived experiences will help readers to bridge the gap between our
worlds and those of others. As the literature indicates, “oppressions of racism and ableism work
in tandem” (Annamma, Ferri, and Connor, 2018) and education has to create avenues to alleviate
the hurdles Black special need students have to overcome in order to make academic progress.
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Culturally responsive, culturally relevant, and culturally sustaining pedagogies are approaches
that accentuate the cultural assets and employ the funds of knowledge students bring to the
classroom. The cultural capital students and teachers bring to the classroom should be utilized
and captured as a vital part of the class environment to assist Black students in their construction
of a positive self-identity which better positions them for academic success.
“How powerful would our world be if we had kids not afraid to take risks, who
were not afraid to think, and who had a champion? Every child deserves a
champion: an adult who will never give up on them, who understands the power
of connection and insists they become the best they can possibly be. Is this job
tough? You bet-cha. But it is not impossible. We can do this. We’re educators.
We’re born to make a difference.” Dr. Rita Pierson, Black Educator
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APPENDIX A
I CAN HEAR YOU

I can hear you.
It seems like you don’t know that,
Do you?
I am sitting her,
In this chair.
Trying as hard as I can.
Or I was, at least.
Are you?
You ask me questions,
But you won’t wait for me to answer.
You talk so fast.
And you don’t check that I am ready.
When I’m quiet I’m good
When I’m noisy I’m bad.
You boss me around,
Press this, Touch that.
If I do or if I don’t,
It doesn’t matter.
You have already decided.
You have decided that I can’t.

You have decided I can’t hear you.
You have decided I can’t understand.
But I can.
I can hear you.
I can understand.
Maybe I don’t understand every word.
But I do understand your tone.
I understand that text message
Is more important than me.
I understand your data sheet
Is more valuable than me.
I can hear you
When you talk about
Your husband, Your traffic jam,
Your student who is too low to get it.
I can hear you.
I know that student is me.
I know, and,
I can hear you.
By: A special education student
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CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE
COLLEGE OF EDUCATION DEPARTMENT
OF CURRICULUM STUDIES
Informed Consent
Project Title: Meeting the Demands of Minority Students: Use of Warm Demanders for student
achievement
I am, Deanna Hunt, a Doctoral student at Georgia Southern University. I am doing this research
in fulfillment of the requirement for my Doctoral degree.
You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many questions as
necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do.
Purpose of the Research
This research study is designed to study the use of warm demanders as a culturally relevant
approach with minority students to make academic progress. The data will be used for my
research on the teacher efficacy of this practice with Black and students of color.
Procedures
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to respond to questions in an
interview regarding your teaching style and/or use of any additional instructional strategies.
Your participation will take approximately up to 10 hours. If you volunteer to participate in this
study, you will be selected from a public school. You will be invited to interview with me and
discuss your teaching style and/or teacher practices you use in instruction.
Potential Risks or Discomforts
There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study. Participant agrees to audio taping.
Names will not be used in this case study. For virtual interviews: I am careful to ensure that the
information you voluntarily provide to me is as secure as possible; however, you must be aware
that transmissions over the Internet cannot be guaranteed to be completely secure. Your
confidentiality will be maintained to the degree permitted by the technology being used. You
will be subject to the privacy policy of Google meet or Zoom-3rd party used to collect this data.
Potential Benefits of the Research
Participants can expect benefits from the opportunity to reflect on the practices and strategies
used which have advanced the academic progress for Black special needs children as a result of
participating in this case study.
Confidentiality
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All information obtained will be held in strict confidentiality and will only be released with your
permission. The results of this study may be published but your information such as your name
and other demographic information will not be revealed. You will not be identified by name in
the data set or any reports using information obtained from this study, and your confidentiality as
a participant in this study will remain secure.
Data Storage
Subsequent uses of records and data will be subject to standard data use policies which protect
the anonymity of individuals and institutions. To protect the privacy of the participants, all
printed names and any data records will be kept in the researcher’s advisors’ on campus locked
office in which only the advisor has access to the data.
Right to Ask Question:
Participants have the right to ask questions and have those questions answered. If you have
questions about this study, please contact the researcher named above or the researcher’s faculty
advisor, whose contact information is located at the end of the informed consent. For questions
concerning your rights as a research participant, contact Georgia Southern University
Institutional Review Board at 912-478-5465.
Incentives to Participate
No incentive is offered for participating in this case study.
Participation
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a research subject you may refuse to
participate at any time. You do not have to answer any questions that you do not want to answer.
Withdrawal and Penalty
There is no penalty for deciding not to participate and withdrawing from this study. To withdraw
from the study please contact Deanna Hunt, Doctoral student at 404-402-6498 and John Weaver,
Faculty Advisor; Georgia Southern University, 1332 Southern Drive, Statesboro, GA 30458;
912-478-1709; jweaver@georgiasouthern.edu
FERPA
I ask that you consider the academic and social progress of your Black and brown special needs
students in your journal reflections and interview questions. I will use excerpts from your journal
reflections as well as from the transcribed interviews. Your pseudonym will be used and I will
remove any identifiers from the data before using in this study. Only the primary investigator and
Faculty Adviser will have access to the data collected for this study. You will not be identified
by name in any reports using information obtained in this study.
You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep for your records. This project has been
reviewed and approved by the GSU Institutional Review Board under tracking number
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H21433 _.
Title of Project: Meeting the Demands of Minority Students: Use of Warm Demanders for
student achievement
Principal Investigator: Deanna Hunt, Jonesboro, GA, 404-402-6498;
dh07004@georgiasouthern.edu
Research Advisor: John Weaver, Georgia Southern University, 1332 Southern Drive,
Statesboro, GA 30458; 912-478-1709; jweaver@georgiasouthern.edu
******************************************************************************
Please select an option below to indicate whether or not you agree to participate in this
research:
 Yes, I read the terms above and consent to participate in this research.
 No, I do not consent to participate in this research

________________________________
Participant’s Signature

Published. 6/7/2021

________________________________
Date
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Research Questions for My Study
The following are a list of the potential questions I plan to ask during the individual
interviews.
1. Hello, do you know about Culturally relevant pedagogy?
2. Do you consider these character traits a necessary part of your classroom environment?
3. How do you use these traits in your class role?
4. What praxis do you use to impact the number of minority students labeled in special
education?
5. Do you see your strategy(ies) as an asset for children of color? If so, how do you consider
culturally relevant pedagogy to be impactful in the growth of your students?
6. How have you or other Black teachers that you know used culturally relevant pedagogy?
7. How can teachers of other races effectively use culturally relevant pedagogy?
8. What do you see as the measuring rod of the effectiveness of culturally relevant
pedagogy?
9. What other strategies do you use with the culturally relevant pedagogy?
10. How do you incorporate your teaching style/strategy when you have to do the mandated
curriculum? Do you feel the mandated curriculum limit/restrict you in teaching your
students?
11. How do you think the culturally relevant pedagogy is specific to children of color?
12. What benefits do you see are prevalent in using a culturally relevant strategy with
minority students with disabilities?
13. Can teachers use culturally relevant pedagogy as a culturally relevant practice to mitigate
minority students with disabilities’ limited academic progress?
14. What other praxis do you use along with your teaching style with minority students with
disabilities and are those praxes effective?

147

15. How do you interpret the use of culturally relevant pedagogy in addressing the
disproportionate number of minority students in special education?
16. Do you think Black teachers use culturally relevant pedagogy or is this praxis becoming
less prevalent?
17. Could the praxis of culturally relevant pedagogy be utilized to decrease the
disproportionate number of minorities classified in special education?
18. How do you see your role as a teacher especially students with special needs?
19. In what way can culturally relevant pedagogy be viewed as an empowering tool for
minority students?
Additional question(s):
Could you train your White teacher colleagues to work with black students with special needs?
Why or why not?

